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not only deny Noah’s status, but also the status of mankind in general. They refuse to 
accept that God may honour this human race. They simply do not believe that God 
would send a human messenger, if He sends messengers at all. “Had God willed, He 
would surely have sent down angels.” (Verse 24) 


This is because they do not find in their own souls the sublime quality that links 
mankind with the Supreme Society. It is the quality that enables those whom God 
selects to receive the grace embodied in His message and deliver it to their fellow 
human beings, guiding them to its noble source. 


In their futile argument they refer to familiar precedents, rather than to wise logic: 
“We have never heard anything like this ever happening to our forefathers.” (Verse 24) This 
always happens when blind imitation suppresses free thinking. Thus people do not 
look at what they have and try to relate it to reality in order to arrive at the right 
conclusion to questions in hand. They rather look to history for precedents. If they 
fail to find such a precedent, they are prepared to reject the question in its entirety. 


Devoid of thought and imagination, such communities of unbelievers accept that 
what happened in the past may happen again. By contrast, what did not happen in 
the past cannot come into existence. What a narrow vision of human life this is, 
freezing it at a particular point of their forefathers’ lives. 


They are incapable of understanding that they are imprisoned within their narrow 
walls, unable to break into the wide universe! They accuse those who advocate 
freedom of thought of being mad, calling on them to think and reflect. When they are 
reminded of the pointers to the truth all around them, their reply is full of arrogance, 
reiterating accusations: “He is but a madman; so bear with him for a while.” (Verse 25) 
Bear with him until he dies when we will be relieved of him, his message and his 
persistent advocacy of faith. 


Drowned in a Great Flood 


At this moment Noah could not find any way by which he could soften such 
stone-hearted people. He could only protect himself against their ridicule by putting 
his complaint to God and seeking His support: “He said: My Lord, help me against their 
accusation of lying.” (Verse 26) 


When the living decide to freeze in this way, while life wants to move forward 
towards the high standards it can achieve, such people constitute a clear 
impediment. Hence, they are either broken or life moves on, leaving them where 
they are. The former is what happened to Noah's people, for God willed that they 
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should be removed: 


We revealed to him to build the ark, under Our eyes, and according to Our 
inspiration. When Our judgement comes to pass, and water gushes forth over the face 
of the earth, place on board this ark one pair of every species, as well as your family, 
except those on whom sentence has already been passed. Do not plead with Me for the 
wrongdoers; for they shall be drowned. (Verse 27) 


It was God’s will that the road should be cleared of obstacles so that human life 
could continue its march along the road assigned to it. 


Humanity had become prematurely old by Noah’s time. It was like a young tree 
affected by a pest that stops it from growing. It soon dries up and dies whilst still 
young. At the time of Noah, humanity was in a similar position. Therefore, the 
remedy was the great flood that swept away everything, washing off the soil and 
leaving the land ready for a new crop with healthy seeds and a clean environment. 


“We revealed to him to build the ark, under Our eyes, and according to Our inspiration.” 
(Verse 27) The ark was the means of safety at the time of the flood. It also served to 
preserve the seeds of life so that they could grow again. God had willed that Noah 
should make the ark with his own hands, because man must take responsible action 
and utilize all means, doing his utmost so that he deserves God’s help. Divine help is 
not given to those who sit on their laurels waiting for something to happen. Since 
Noah was chosen by God to be the second father of humanity, God instructed him to 
take the necessary measures, helping him and teaching him how to build the ark so 
that His purpose was accomplished and His will was done. 


God gave Noah a sign which would announce this total process of purification of 
the entire planet: “When Our judgement comes to pass, and water gushes forth over the face 
of the earth...” At this point Noah was to move quickly and place on board the ark the 
new seeds of life: “Place on board this ark one pair of every species.” These included all 
types of animal, bird and plant that were known to Noah at the time, and which man 
could easily handle. He was also to place on board his “family, except those on whom 
sentence has already been passed.” This is a reference to the unbelievers who denied the 
word of God and incurred His displeasure. They thus deserved to endure the 
working of God’s law that engulfed with His punishment those who persistently 
denied His signs. 


Noah was ordered not to argue about anyone or try to save anyone even though 
they may be very close to him: “Do not plead with Me for the wrongdoers; for they shall be 
drowned.” (Verse 27) God's law does not try to appease anyone. It does not change its 
course for the sake of any friend or relative. 


The surah does not give any details here of what happened to Noah’s people after 
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that. The whole matter is settled with the statement: “They shall be drowned.” Noah, 
however is taught how to show his gratitude to God and praise Him, seeking His 
guidance: 


When you and those who are with you are settled in the ark, say: All praise is due to 
God who has saved us from those wrongdoing folk.’ And also say: My Lord! Let my 
landing be blessed. You are the best to bring us to safe landing.’ (Verses 28-29) 


This is the right way to praise God and to turn to Him, giving Him His rightful 
attributes and acknowledging His signs. All people, including prophets who provide 
the lead for others to follow should show such humility before God. 


The surah then comments on the whole story and the aspects of God’s power and 
wisdom it demonstrates: “Surely, in that there are signs. Indeed, We always put [people] to 
a test.” (Verse 30) Tests come in different types. Some are designed to demonstrate 
perseverance, some to show gratitude, some to earn reward, others to give guidance, 
purge unsound elements, or to rectify people’s direction, etc. In the story of Noah 
there are several tests for him, his people and his future offspring. 


Along the Same Way to Ruin 


The surah moves on to portray another scene of unbelievers denying the message 
that continues to be the same across all generations and communities. 


Then after these people We raised a new generation. And We sent forth to them a 
messenger from among themselves, and he said: My people! Worship God alone, for 
you have no deity other than Him. Will you not be God-fearing?’ (Verses 31-32) 


The stories of earlier prophets referred to in this surah are not meant to give a full 
account or to provide details. They are meant to emphasize the unity of the message 
given to all of them, and to make clear that they received the same response from all 
their different communities. Hence these accounts commence with Noah to indicate 
the starting point, and finish with Moses and Jesus to define the last point before the 
final message. No names are mentioned in between the start and the finish of this 
long chain. This serves to indicate the similarity of all intervening episodes. 
However, in every new case the essence of the message and the way it was received 
are clearly mentioned to serve the purpose of the surah. 


“Then after these people We raised a new generation.” (Verse 31) The community in 
question is not specified, but it is most likely that the reference here is to the *Ad, the 
Prophet Htd’s people. 
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And We sent forth to them a messenger from among themselves, and he said: My 
people! Worship God alone, for you have no deity other than Him. Will you not be 
God-fearing? (Verse 32) 


It is exactly the same message given by Noah to his people. It is expressed here in 
the very same words, although these communities spoke totally different languages. 
But what was the answer? 


Their answer was almost identical to that given by Noah’s people: 


The unbelieving elders of his people, who denied the life to come and to whom We 
granted ease and plenty in this worldly life, said: ‘This man is but a mortal like 
yourselves, eating of what you eat and drinking of what you drink. Indeed, if you pay 
heed to a mortal like yourselves, you will certainly be the losers.’ (Verses 33-34) 


This oft repeated objection concentrates on the fact that the messenger sent to 
them is a human being. Those who raise it are people who enjoy power and wealth 
and whose hearts no longer feel the spiritual bond between man and his Creator. 
Affluence corrupts human nature, blunts sensitivities, closes receptive faculties and 
weakens the heart’s ability to feel and respond. Hence Islam combats the 
accumulation of wealth and establishes a social system that does not allow the very 
rich to emerge in the Muslim community simply because to do so encourages 
corruption. 


The corrupt rich add in this case a denial of resurrection. They wonder at this 
messenger who alerts them to such life after death, considering it very strange: 


Does he promise you that, after you have died and become dust and bones, you shall be 
brought forth to life? Improbable, improbable indeed is what you are promised! There 
is no lift beyond this, our present life; we die and we live, and we shall never be 
restored to life. (Verses 35-37) 


Such people cannot understand the ultimate purpose of life, the elaborate 
planning of its different stages until it reaches its eventual destination. This purpose 
will not be achieved in full in this present life on earth. Goodness is not fully 
rewarded in this life, nor does evil receive its just deserts. All rewards are given in 
the life to come. Good believers achieve the ultimate form of life that is free of fear, 
worry and hardship and continues as God wishes. On the other side, those who cling 
to evil in this life go to the lowest depths of life where their humanity comes to an 
end and they become as hard as stones. 


Such people cannot understand such concepts. They fail to look at the early stages 
of life which were outlined at the beginning of the surah in order to realize the nature 
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of its final stages. They cannot imagine that the Mighty Power that controlled those 
stages will not cause life to end at the point of death when the body decays. Hence 
they are full of amazement at the messenger who promises them that they will be 
resurrected. In their ignorance, they consider this farfetched. They categorically state 
that there is only one life and one death. Generation succeeds generation, and those 
who have already died and are reduced to dust and bones cannot come back to life as 
the prophet promises them. 


Yet unbelievers do not stop at this juncture betraying their own ignorance and 
their inability to reflect on the early stages of human life detailed at the opening of 
the surah. They go further than this and accuse God’s messenger of lying and 
fabricating things that he attributes to God. They do not know God except in the 
context of making false accusations against His messenger: “He is nothing but a man 
who attributes his lies to God. Never will we believe in him.” (Verse 38) 


Facing the Same Rejection 


At this point, the messenger finds no alternative but to seek God's help like Noah 
did before him. He uses the same wording as Noah: “He said: My Lord, help me against 
their accusation of lying.” (Verse 39) 


God responded to His messenger when the people refused to take the chance 
afforded to them. Nothing good could be expected from them after they had 
persisted in their denial of the truth. The messenger’s appeal receives this answer: 
“Said [God]: Before long they shall come to rue it.” (Verse 40) But then no regret will be of 
any avail. There is no turning back: “Then the blast overtook them in all justice, and We 
caused them to be like dead leaves.” (Verse 41) The Arabic word, ghutha’, describing their 
status contains even more connotations as it refers to what floods may carry of dead 
plants and other discarded, worthless items that serve no purpose. Having discarded 
the qualities with which God has honoured them, overlooked the purpose of their 
existence in this life and severed their relation with the Supreme Society, they no 
longer deserve honourable treatment. Hence, they are like the scum that the flood 
carries. No one pays any regard to it. 


To this humiliation is added the fact that they are deprived of God’s grace; thus 
no-one pays any attention to them: “And so - away with those wrongdoing folk!” (Verse 
41) Far removed are they in real life and from people’s memories and consciences. 


The surah goes on to look at other generations and communities: 


Then after them We raised new generations. No community can forestall the end of its 
term nor delay it. And We sent forth Our messengers, one after another. Every time 
their messenger came to a community, they accused him of lying. So, We caused them 
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to follow one another, and let them become mere tales. And so - away with the folk 
who would not believe. (Verses 42-44) 


This gives us a very brief summary of the advocacy of the truth, and establishes 
the normal trend that God operates in human life, right from the time of Noah and 
Had at the beginning to Moses and Jesus at the end. Every generation gets its term 
and departs: “No community can forestall the end of its term nor delay it.” (Verse 43) 
Every community denies the truth given to them through God’s messenger: “Every 
time their messenger came to a community, they accused him of lying.” (Verse 44) And 
each time they do this, they are punished according to God’s law: “So, We caused them 
to follow one another.” (Verse 44) The lesson remains there for anyone who wishes to 
learn: “We let them become mere tales,” told by one generation to the next. 


This brief summary concludes with an emphatic rejection of such communities. 
Thus, they are cast away: “And so - away with the folk who would not believe.” (Verse 44) 
Moses’ story and Pharaoh's denial of his message is then told in a very brief account 
that fits with the general style of the surah and purpose. 


And then We sent forth Moses and his brother Aaron, with Our signs and with clear 
authority, to Pharaoh and his nobles; but these behaved with arrogance, for they were 
haughty people. And so they said: Are we to believe two mortals like ourselves, even 
though their people are our slaves?’ Thus, they gave the lie to them, and earned their 
place among the doomed. (Verses 45-48) 


Again in this account we note that the same objection is given to the fact that the 
messenger was merely a human being: “They said: Are we to believe two mortals like 
ourselves?” (Verse 47) A specific consideration connected with the Israelites’ situation 
in Egypt is also added: “Even though their people are our slaves?” (Verse 47) They are 
subservient to us and they do our bidding. In this situation, Moses and Aaron 
deserve, in Pharaoh’s and his people’s view, to be looked down upon. As for the 
revelations and the signs they have been given by God, and the clear authority 
granted to them, these count for nothing according to these people, focused as they 
are on earthly considerations and false values. 


This is followed by a similarly brief reference to Jesus and his mother, highlighting 
the great miracle in his creation. Again, those who were bent on denying the truth of 
God and creation rejected this sign clearly pointing to God’s power: 


We had indeed given Moses the Book, so that they might be guided. And We made the 
son of Mary and his mother a symbol, and provided them with an abode in a lofty 
place of lasting restfulness and a fresh spring. (Verses 49-50) 
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There are a number of different reports about the hill described here as a ‘lofty 
place’ and its exact location. Was it in Egypt, Damascus or Jerusalem? These were the 
places where Mary went with her son during his childhood and youth, as mentioned 
in Christian Scriptures. But knowing the exact location is not of vital importance. It is 
more important to know that God gave them both a goodly abode where fine plants 
grew and clear water was plentiful. Thus, they felt that God took care of them both. 


At this point in its quick references to earlier messengers the surah makes its 
address to the followers of all messengers, as though they were all gathered together. 
Thus, the separating gulfs of time and place are shown to be meaningless when 
compared to the true bond of faith that unites them all: 


Messengers! Eat of that which is wholesome, and do good deeds: I certainly have full 
knowledge of all that you do. This community of yours is one single community, and I 
am your only Lord. Therefore, fear Me alone. (Verses 51-52) 


This address to His messengers requires them to live as human beings, which is 
the very thing that those who opposed them questioned: “Eat of that which is 
wholesome.” Eating is a human need, but choosing only what is wholesome is the 
aspect that elevates human beings and makes them grow in purity. It enables them to 
establish a bond with the Supreme Society. 


They are also required to “do good deeds.” While taking action is common to all 
human beings, insisting on doing good is the characteristic of goodly people, 
providing a measure of control and a clear goal for their deeds. Again such people 
look up to the Supreme Society when they embark on anything. 


No messenger of God was ever required to abandon his humanity. Rather, what 
they were asked to do was to elevate this humanity to the highest standard God has 
made possible for human beings to achieve. Thus, the Prophets provided the role 
model and the ideal which other people should try to emulate. It is left to God to 
judge their actions according to His own fine measure: “I certainly have full knowledge 
of all that you do.” (Verse 51) 


Emphasis is placed on the fact that neither time nor place is of any significance 
when compared with the single truth that all messengers preached. They all shared a 
very distinctive nature, were given their messages by the One Creator of all, and 
worked towards the same goal: “This community of yours is one single community, and I 
am your only Lord. Therefore, fear Me alone.” (Verse 52) 
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A Book Stating the Truth 


But people have divided themselves into factions, 
each delighting in what they have. (63) 


So, have them alone, lost in ignorance, till a time 


appointed. (54) 


Do they think that by all the wealth and offspring 
We provide for them (55) 


We hasten to them all that ts good? By no means! 
But they are devoid of perception. (56) 


Truly, those who stand in reverent awe of their 
Lard, (67) 


and who beheve in their Lord's revelations, (58) 


and who do not associate any partners with their 
Lord, 59) 


and who give away whatever they have to give 
with their hearts filled with awe, knowing that to 
ther Lord they shall certainly return: (60) 
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these vie with one another in doing good works, 
and they are the ones who are foremost in them. 


(61) 


We do not charge a soul with more than it can 
bear. We have a record that speaks the truth, 
None shall be wronged. (62) 


Nay, their hearts are blind to all this. But apart 
from all that, they have deeds which they will 


continue to commit. (03) 


Then, when We shall have overwhelmed with 
suffering those of them that ve in luxury, they cry 
out in belated supplication. (64) 


[But they will he tokd:] Do not cry out this day, 
Jor from Us you shall receive no help. (65) 


Time and again were My revelations recited to 
you, but every time you would turn about on your 
heels, (66) 


revelling in your arrogance, and talking senselessly 


jar into the night. (67) 


Have they, then, never tried to understand this 
nord [of God]? Or has there come to them 
something that never came to thei forefathers of 
old? (68) 


Or do they not recognize their Messenger, and so 
they deny hime (69) 


Or do they say that there is in him a touch of 
madness? Nay, he has brought them the truth; 
and the truth do most of them detest. (10) 
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Had the truth been in accord with their desires, 
the heavens and the earth, together with all that 
ives in them, would surely have been in utter 
corption. Nay, We have given them all that 
brings them glory. Yet from this their glory they 
turn away. (71) 


Or do you ask of them any recompense? But the 
recompense given by your Lord is best, since He is 
the best of providers. (72) 


Most certainly, you call them to a straight path. 


(73) 


But those who will not beheve in the lie to come 
are bound to deviate from the right path. (74) 


Even were We to show them mercy and remove 
whatever distress might afflict them, they would 
still persist in their ovenveening arrogance, blindly 
stumbling to and fro. (15) 


Indeed, We took them to task, but they neither 
humbled themselves before their Lord, nor do they 
submussively entreat [Him]. (70) 


Yet when We open before them a gate of truly 
severe suffering, they will plunge in despair. (TT) 


It is He who has endowed you with hearing, and 
sight, and minds. How seldom are you grateful. 


(78) 


And He it is who caused you to multiply on 
earth, and to Him you shall be gathered. (79) 
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And He it is who grants life and causes death; 
and to Him is due the alternation of night and 
day. Will you not, then, use your reason? (80) 


But they say like the people of old times used to 
say. (81) 


They say: What! After we have died and become 
dust and bones, shall we be raised to life? (82) 


This we have been promised before, we and our 
forefathers! This is nothing but fables of the 
ancients,’ (83) 


Say: To whom belongs the earth and all that 
lives therein? [Tell me] f you know.’ (84) 


They wil rph: To God.’ Say: Will you not, 
then, reflect?’ (85) 


Say: Who is the Lord of the seven heavens, and 
the Lord of the Supreme Throne?’ (86) 


They will reply: ‘[They all belong] to God.’ Say: 
Wil you not, then, fear Hime?’ (87) 


Say: In whose hand rests the sovereignty of all 
things, protecting all, while against Him there is 
no protection? [Tell me] of you Rnow.’ (88) 


They will reply: ‘[They all belong] to God.’ Say: 
‘How, then, can you be so deluded?’ (89) 


Nay, We bave revealed to them the truth; and 
yeh, they are certainly bing, (90) 





oe E 20 2 < f 3 
ad] eI g 283 Gall 503 
2 Ee 

O uis 


3 “ we fo 


Caled | 


2 


QIN IEG LB ise p 


Zoe LZ gs > < 
Lube LI Lees Exe ldel l 
Bie wee cone s2 “2? a2 2 


GE 2A g 


D IN aa 
3 aaaea a ee 
Fe oh led oh GON! ot 
DoM 


Bae eA 25a E 
CZ) oy S45 WI UB ab Ol pe 


C 

F 

Ca Spe 
G 


iV a 


sae 





p Be 2 fE; a © @ = S 8 5 
pre Ge Us a) oJ pee 





176 


Never did God take to Himself any offspring 
nor has there ever been any deity alongside Him. 
[Had there been any] each deity would surely 
have taken avay his own creation, and they 
would surely have tried to establish superiority 
over one another. Limitless in His glory is God, 
jar above all that which they attribute to Him. 
01) 


He knows all that is beyond the reach of human 
perception, and all that can be witnessed. 
Sublimely exalted is He above anything they 
associate as a partner with Him. (92) 


Say: My Lord! If it be Your will to show me 
that which they are warned against, (93) 


then, my Lord, do not let me be one of those 
wrongdoing folk.’ (94) 


We are most certainly able to show you that 
which We promise them. (95) 


Repel evil with that which is best. We are fully 
aware of all that they say. (96) 


And say: My Lord! I seek refuge with You 
from the promptings of the evil ones; (97) 


and I seek refuge with You, my Lord, lest they 


come near me. (98) 
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Overview 


This third passage begins by showing the state mankind reached after the 
generations which witnessed God’s messengers. This is the state God’s last 
Messenger found them in. They were in dispute over the single truth preached by all 
God’s messengers. 


The surah shows people oblivious of the truth the final Messenger put before their 
eyes. In their ignorance, they were totally unaware of the consequences they were 
bound to face. By contrast, believers worship God alone, do good deeds and remain 
apprehensive of what lies before them. They are in awe over the fact that they will 
inevitably be returned to God. The two situations are in perfect contrast: a believer is 
alert, cautious and heeding the warnings, while an unbeliever is deep in ignorance, 
unaware of what lies ahead. 


The passage addresses them in different ways, at times denouncing their attitude, 
and at others discussing their doubts and providing clear answers to them. The 
passage also addresses their finer nature, pointing out what encourages people to 
believe, whether it be within themselves or in the universe at large. It also picks up 
some of what they take for granted, using these as argument against them. 


As the passage concludes, it leaves them to their inevitable destiny. It tells the 
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) that he should continue his efforts, 
explaining his message. He should not be distressed at their obstinate rejection. He 
should repel their evil deeds with good ones, and seek refuge with God against Satan 
who tries hard to lead mankind along the path of error. 


Competing in Good Works 


But people have divided themselves into factions, each delighting in what they have. 
So, leave them alone, lost in ignorance, till a time appointed. Do they think that by all 
the wealth and offspring We provide for them We hasten to them all that is good? By 
no means! But they are devoid of perception. (Verses 53-56) 


All messengers (peace be upon them all) belonged to a single nation, preaching the 
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same message, worship and pursuing the same direction. But when the messengers 
had gone, mankind splintered into different groups which could not agree on what 
line to follow. 


The Qur’an portrays such divergence as people in conflict, splitting into factions, 
quarrelling and pulling apart from each other. The picture drawn here is full of effort 
and movement. In the end each faction is left with only a portion of the whole, 
delighting at their ability to hold on to this. Hence, no faction thinks of anything 
other than what it supposedly possesses. Each goes its separate way, shutting up all 
inlets so that no ray of light or fresh breath of air comes through. All live in their 
isolated quarters, busy with what they have, ignorant of everything else. 


Once this image has been drawn, the surah addresses God’s Messenger: “So, leave 
them alone, lost in their ignorance, till a time appointed.” (Verse 54) Let them take their 
time, preoccupied with their own affairs, until their appointed time inevitably comes, 
spelling out their destiny. 


The surah adds a derisive question that highlights their lack of awareness. They 
think that the time they have been given, and the wealth and offspring they are 
allowed to enjoy means that they are favoured with blessings. “Do they think that by 
all the wealth and offspring We provide for them We hasten to them all that is good?” 
(Verses 55-56) Little do they realize the truth that it is all but a test which they have to 
go through: “By no means! But they are devoid of perception.” (Verse 56) They simply do 
not perceive the destiny to which they are heading after having enjoyed what has 
been given in this life. 


By contrast, the believers are always on the alert, taking necessary precautions: 


Truly, those who stand in reverent awe of their Lord, and who believe in their Lord's 
revelations, and who do not associate any partners with their Lord, and who give away 
whatever they have to give with their hearts filled with awe, knowing that to their 
Lord they shall certainly return: these vie with one another in doing good works, and 
they are the ones who are foremost in them. (Verses 57-61) 


Here we see how faith affects hearts, imparting to them a special kind of 
refinement, sensitivity and aspiration to attain perfection. They are the ones who 
consider the consequences of their actions. They are always ready and willing to do 
their duties. 


We see that believers are always in awe of their Lord, God-fearing, believing in 
His revelations and His signs, attributing no share of Godhead to anyone other than 
Him, fulfilling the duties He requires of them. Beyond all this, they ‘give away 
whatever they have to give with their hearts filled with awe, knowing that to their Lord they 
shall certainly return.’ This is a manifestation of their feeling that they actually fall 
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short of what they should do. It is true that they have done their utmost, but they 
consider it far from adequate. 


‘A’ishah reports that she asked the Prophet about this verse, saying: “Does the 
expression ‘those who give away whatever they have to give with their hearts filled with 
awe...’ refer to people who may steal, commit adultery and drink intoxicants but fear 
God?” He said: “No. It refers to a person who offers prayers, fasts, gives away to 
charity and at the same time fears God.” [Related by al-Tirmidhi] 


A believer senses God’s care and feels His favours with his every and heartbeat. 
Hence, he thinks that whatever he offers of and good action is too little by 
comparison. At the same time, every grain in a believer feels God’s greatness and 
power. With all his faculties he perceives how God regulates everything around him. 
Hence, he stands in awe of Him. He dreads meeting God, for fear of having fallen 
short of fulfilling his duties towards Him, or not having given Him what is due to 
Him of worship and gratitude. 


It is these people who vie with one another in doing what is good. They are the 
ones who hasten to do good deeds, and are in the lead among those who do good. 
Their watchful eyes, alert hearts and minds prompt them to do what is required of 
them. Theirs is a totally different situation from the others who are lost in ignorance, 
thinking that God's blessings are given to them because they are favoured. They are 
no better than game animals rushing towards bait. Such people are everywhere: they 
are overwhelmed with what they are given of life’s comforts, distracted from their 
duties, full of their own importance. But then they only wake up to their fate when it 
is too late. 


Will They Not Reflect? 


Islam ensures that its followers’ hearts are always alert. This is an alertness 
generated by faith right from the moment it settles in a person’s heart. It neither 
defies human power, nor is too hard for man to sustain. It is a question of sensitivity 
enhanced by a believer’s bond with God and his watchfulness in all situations, 
guarding against sin. It is perfectly within people’s power when the light of faith 
shines in their hearts: “We do not charge a soul with more than it can bear. We have a 
record that speaks the truth. None shall be wronged.” (Verse 62) 


God has established people’s duties as He knows their inclinations and abilities. 
He will hold them to account on the basis of what they do within their ability. He 
neither charges them with what they cannot bear, nor dismisses any little thing they 
do. All their deeds are documented in a ‘record that speaks the truth,’ highlighting it in 
its full value. Needless to say, God is precise in His reckoning. 
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People, however, tend to overlook the truth because their hearts are not touched by 
its invigorating light. Hence, they remain preoccupied with petty concerns, lost in a 
perpetual maze. They are only awakened when faced with inevitable doom, looking at the 
suffering that awaits them and enduring a humiliatingly and strong reproach: 


Nay, their hearts are blind to all this. But apart from all that, they have deeds which 
they will continue to commit. Then, when We shall have overwhelmed with 
suffering those of them that live in luxury, they cry out in belated supplication. 
[But they will be told:] Do not cry out this day, for from Us you shall receive no 
help. Time and again were My revelations recited to you, but every time you 
would turn about on your heels, revelling in your arrogance, and talking 
senselessly far into the night. (Verses 63-67) 


Thus, the reason for their headlong pursuit of worldly affairs is nothing like being 
burdened with what they cannot bear. It is simply that their hearts are blinded, 
unable to see the truth as clearly stated in the Qur’an. They are wont to follow a line 
different from the course charted by the Qur’an: “They have deeds which they will 
continue to commit.” (Verse 63) 


The surah then paints a picture of their being awakened by a sudden calamity: 
“When We shall have overwhelmed with suffering those of them that live in luxury, they cry 
out in belated supplication.” (Verse 64) People who live in luxury are indeed the ones 
who are most preoccupied with life’s comforts, totally oblivious to what lies ahead. 
Now they find themselves suddenly overtaken by suffering, and they cry out for 
mercy, making a passionate appeal for it to be lifted. It is a picture that contrasts with 
the life of luxury and arrogance they lead in this world. Hence, they receive a strong 
reproach: “Do not cry out this day, for from Us you shall receive no help.” (Verse 65) The 
scene is described as though it is taking place now. They are strongly reproached, 
made certain of having no support, and reminded of what they used to do in life: 
“Time and again were My revelations recited to you, but every time you would turn about on 
your heels, revelling in your arrogance, and talking senselessly far into the night.” (Verses 
66-67) It is as though what was being recited was a danger or a calamity you needed 
to avoid. You were too proud to submit to the truth. Indeed, you compounded your 
insolence, adding insult to injury, speaking ill of the Prophet and his message, but 
you, nevertheless, are willing to spend hours in idle chit-chat. 


It was common practice for them to use obscene language when they gathered in 
circles around the Ka‘bah, close to the idols they worshipped. Now the Qur'an paints 
for them a scene of when they are called to account for their indulgence, showing 
them raising their voices with cries for help. It is at this point that they are reminded 
of what they do now in their circles, as though both take place at the same time. This 
is a familiar method of the Qur'an, frequently depicting the Day of Judgement as 
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though it were actually occurring at that precise moment. 


In their hostility towards the Prophet and with their disparaging remarks about 
him and the Qur’an in their gatherings, the unbelievers represent an ignorant 
arrogance that is blinded to the truth. With such blind ignorance, the truth becomes 
the subject of derision and ridicule. Such people are encountered no matter what the 
time or place. Yet the state of ignorance that prevailed in Arabia at the time when the 
Islamic message was revealed serves as an example of similar past and future 
situations where ignorance prevails. 


The Line the Truth Follows 


Having shown the unbelievers this scene of reproach in the hereafter, the surah 
takes them back to this world, questioning them about their attitude: what stops 
them from accepting what they are told by God’s Messenger, whom they know to be 
a man of trust? What doubts do they have to prevent them from following divine 
guidance? Why do they turn away from it, ridiculing it when it represents the 
absolute truth? 


Have they, then, never tried to understand this word [of God] Or has there come to 
them something that never came to their forefathers of old? Or do they not recognize 
their Messenger, and so they deny him? Or do they say that there is in him a touch of 
madness? Nay, he has brought them the truth; and the truth do most of them detest. 
Had the truth been in accord with their desires, the heavens and the earth, together 
with all that lives in them, would surely have been in utter corruption. Nay, We have 
given them all that brings them glory. Yet from this their glory they turn away. Or do 
you ask of them any recompense? But the recompense given by your Lord is best, since 
He is the best of providers. Most certainly, you call them to a straight path. But those 
who will not believe in the life to come are bound to deviate from the right path. 
(Verses 68-74) 


The message Muhammad, God’s Messenger, preached could not be rejected by 
anyone who looks at it carefully, using his reason. It is a model of beauty, perfection, 
consistency and attraction. It fits with human nature, addresses people’s minds and 
hearts, outlines a course to elevate human life, and lays down a fine constitution to 
follow and a perfect code of justice. It also includes what answers the needs of 
human nature and what helps its development and advancement. “Have they, then, 
never tried to understand this word (of God]?” (Verse 68) This is, then, the secret behind 
their attitude. 


“Or has there come to them something that never came to their forefathers of old?” (Verse 
68) If so, it would have been strange for them and for their forefathers that a 
messenger came to call on them to believe in God’s oneness. But the history of divine 
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messages proves that messengers followed one another, and all of them preached the 
same message advocated by Muhammad, God’s last Messenger. 


“Or do they not recognize their Messenger, and so they deny him?” (Verse 69) Could 
this have been the reason for their insolent rejection? Yet they knew their Messenger 
well. They knew his birth and ancestry. They also knew his character, honesty and 
integrity. Long before he received his message, they nicknamed him al-amin, which 
means ‘the trustworthy’. 


“Or do they say that there is in him a touch of madness?” (Verse 70) Some of the lowest 
in their ranks used to say this about him, knowing full well that he was the wisest 
and most reasonable person among them. They never knew him slip once. 


None of such possibilities had any foundation whatsoever. The fact is that most of 
them hated the truth because it deprived them of their false values and contradicted 
their desires and preferences: “Nay, he has brought them the truth; and the truth do most 
of them detest.” (Verse 70) 


The truth cannot be subservient to personal desires and preferences. For it is on 
the basis of truth that the universe is sustained, life flourishes and the laws of nature 
function: “Had the truth been in accord with their desires, the heavens and the earth, 
together with all that lives in them, would surely have been in utter corruption.” (Verse 71) 


The truth is unique and consistent, while desires are numerous and changing. It is 
on the basis of the unique truth that the whole universe moves along the course that 
ensures its existence. Thus, its laws are not made to deviate or change in order to 
accommodate fleeting desires. Had the universe been subject to such changing or 
sudden desires it would have become corrupted. Indeed, human life, values, 
standards and systems would also have become corrupted. They would have 
staggered to and fro, in response to anger, pleasure, hatred, caprice, fear, laziness, 
activity, reaction and influence. But the physical universe and its progress towards 
its goal requires consistency and reliability as well as the following of a clearly 
charted course that is subject to no modification or deviation. 


Bearing this in mind, Islam considers legislation for human life to be part of the 
universal law, formulated by the same hand that conducts the affairs of the universe 
and establishes coherence between all its parts. Human beings are part of the 
universe and subject to its law. Hence, it is only fitting that the One who legislates for 
the entire universe should also legislate for human life. When this is done, human life 
is no longer subjected to personal desires and preferences. Thus, it is immune to 
corruption: “Had the truth been in accord with their desires, the heavens and the earth, 
together with all that lives in them, would surely have been in utter corruption.” (Verse 71) 


The community addressed by Islam should be keen to follow its truth, not only 
because it is the truth, but also because it represents its glory. Without Islam, it 
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would have had no place in history: “Nay, We have given them all that brings them 
glory. Yet from this their glory they turn away.” (Verse 71) The Arabs were ignored 
throughout history until they were given the message of Islam. Since then, this 
community continued to be glorious as long as it adhered to Islam. Its position on the 
world stage, however, gradually shrank when it abandoned Islam, until it reached its 
present low depth. It will not recover its glory until it reverts to its true, guiding 
light. 


The surah resumes its questioning of their attitude and the doubts that may be the 
cause for their refusal to believe in the Messenger: “Or do you ask of them any 
recompense?” (Verse 72) Had you demanded any wages from them, such a request 
might be their cause for refusal. The fact is that you seek nothing from them, because 
“the recompense given by your Lord is best, since He is the best of providers.” (Verse 72) 
What could a prophet seek from human beings, poor and needy as they are, when he 
has access to God's inexhaustible favours? Indeed, what would a prophets followers 
hope to gain of this world’s comforts when they seek what may be provided by God 
who grants everything people have? The fact is that when a human heart is in touch 
with God, this whole universe, with all that it contains, dwindles into insignificance. 


You only seek to guide them to the best method: “Most certainly, you call them to a 
straight path”; a path that brings them into line with the law that governs their nature. 
It bonds them with the rest of the universe, guiding them straight, without deviation, 
to God, the Creator of all. 


Yet, like everyone else who does not believe in the life to come, these people 
deviate from the perfect way: “But those who will not believe in the life to come are bound 
to deviate from the right path.” (Verse 74) Had they been well guided, they would have 
reflected on the stages of their existence, because such reflection is bound to lead to 
belief in the hereafter, when perfection and absolute justice are attainable. The life to 
come is merely a stage in the line God has charted for all existence. 


Inspiring Signs 


These unbelievers are people who have lost their way and no longer benefit from 
the tests to which they are exposed, be they tests of plenty and affluence or those of 
hardship. Hence, when they are tested with favour “they think that by all the wealth and 
offspring We provide for them We hasten to them all that is good?” (Verses 55-56) Even if 
they are tested with difficulty and hardship, their hearts are not softened, nor are 
their consciences awakened. They do not turn back to God, appealing to Him to 
remove their hardship. They remain in such a condition until, on the Day of 
Judgement, they are visited with an even greater suffering. Then they will be truly 
desperate and bewildered. 
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Even were We to show them mercy and remove whatever distress might afflict them, 
they would still persist in their overweening arrogance, blindly stumbling to and fro. 
Indeed, We took them to task, but they neither humbled themselves before their Lord, 
nor do they submissively entreat [Him]. Yet when We open before them a gate of truly 
severe suffering, they will plunge in despair. (Verses 75-77) 


These are common features among such people. They are hard hearted, oblivious 
of their duties to God, and they deny the hereafter. The idolaters who opposed the 
Prophet when he delivered his message were of the same type. 


Showing humility at a time of hardship, and turning to God, entreating Him and 
recognizing Him as the only refuge and resort are indicative of a change of heart and 
a returning to faith. A heart which establishes such links with God is bound to soften. 
Reflection and remembrance then provide protection against further slips and errors. 
Thus, hardship brings about real benefit. But the person who persists in arrogance is 
a lost case, without hope. He is left to his destiny when he will be overwhelmed with 
suffering in the life to come. He will then plunge into despair, finding neither refuge 
nor support. 


The surah then takes the unbelievers on a further round of reflection, in the hope 
that their hearts will awaken when they see the pointers to faith within themselves 
and in the universe at large: 


It is He who has endowed you with hearing, and sight, and minds. How seldom are 
you grateful. And He it is who caused you to multiply on earth; and to Him you shall 
be gathered. And He it is who grants life and causes death; and to Him is due the 
alternation of night and day. Will you not, then, use your reason? (Verses 78-80) 


Indeed if man would only reflect on his own form and constitution, the multi- 
faceted potential he has been given, and the faculties of perception with which he has 
been blessed, he would certainly acknowledge God. His guidance would be all these 
great faculties within him that testify to God’s oneness. No one other than God 
Almighty could produce such a creation with all these miraculous aspects, large and 
small. For example, how does our sense of hearing function? How are sounds picked 
up and distinguished? How does our eyesight function, sorting out shapes and 
shades of light? And then, what about our mind and how it works? How does it 
recognize forms and things? How does it understand meanings, concepts, values, 
feelings and physical forms? 


The mere understanding of the nature of these senses and faculties and their ways 
of functioning is, in itself, a miraculous human discovery. How do we, then, look at 
their creation and placement in man’s body in such a way that is best suited to the 
nature of man’s world. The degree of harmony achieved here reflects an 
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overwhelming delicacy. Should only one of the many ratios that need to be met, in 
either man’s nature or the nature of the universe, be disturbed, the whole relation no 
longer functions. Ears are not able to pick out sound, and eyes no longer see light. It 
is God’s perfect design and limitless power that has achieved this perfect balance 
between human nature and the universe in which man lives. But man does not show 
gratitude to God for His favours: “How seldom are you grateful.” (Verse 78) Gratitude 
begins with a clear acknowledgement of the One who has given us all these favours 
and blessings, glorifying Him and recognizing His attributes, then addressing all 
worship to Him alone. His oneness is testified by His creation. Gratitude is further 
enhanced when we use our faculties and senses to enjoy life in the manner of a firm 
believer who looks up to God before every action and in every situation. 


“And He it is who caused you to multiply on earth.” (Verse 79) He has placed you in 
charge of building human life on earth, after He gave you your hearing, eyesight and 
mind, as well as all the faculties and potentials that you need to fulfil the task 
assigned to you. “And to Him you shall be gathered,” when you will be accountable for 
all that you do in your lives on earth. You will be rewarded for all the good you do, 
and for following divine guidance. By contrast, you will reap the fruits of any evil or 
corruption of which you are guilty. Your lives on earth are not meant in vain, and 
you are not carelessly abandoned in your habitat. It is all for a definite purpose God 
has determined. 


“And He it is who grants life and causes death.” (Verse 80) Both life and death occur at 
every moment, but it is God alone who causes them both to occur. Man, the highest 
of all creatures on earth, cannot give life to a single cell. Similarly, man is totally 
incapable of depriving any living being of its life in the full sense of the word. People 
may be the means of ending life, but they are not the ones who truly deprive a living 
entity of its life. It is God alone who grants life and causes death. 


“And to Him is due the alternation of night and day.” (Verse 80) He is the One who 
has set this alternation in operation, just like He grants life and takes it away. Both 
sets of parallel situations are natural laws: one operates within the human being 
while the other operates in the world at large. When life is taken away from a 
particular body, it stops functioning and becomes motionless. Similarly, when light is 
taken away from the earth it darkens and becomes stagnant. But then life is brought 
back again and light is allowed to spread as the alternation takes place and the cycle 
continues uninterrupted, for as long as God wills. “Will you not, then, use your 
reason?” (Verse 80) Will you not draw the right conclusion and admit that it is all part 
of God’s perfect design and elaborate planning. It is He alone who is in full control of 
life and the universe. 


Questions with One Answer 


186 


Al-Mu'miniin (The Believers) | A BOOK STATING THE TRUTH 


The surah now stops its argument with the unbelievers, and reports their claims 
about resurrection and reckoning in the life to come. This discussion follows a long 
list of signs and pointers confirming God’s oneness and His being the only Creator 
who causes life and death. 


But they say like the people of old times used to say. They say: ‘What! After we have 
died and become dust and bones, shall we be raised to life? This we have been promised 
before, we and our forefathers! This is nothing but fables of the ancients.’ (Verses 81- 
83) 


Their claims sound exceptionally singular after the surah has enumerated many of 
the signs that testify to God’s elaborate planning and His definite purpose of 
creation. It is He who has granted man his hearing, eyesight and mind, so that he is 
responsible for his deeds. He will thus earn a generous reward for his good actions 
or punishment for his bad ones. True reckoning and reward occur in full in the life to 
come. What we see in this life is that reward, whether good or bad, does not take 
place on earth. These are left until they fall due in the life to come. 


God grants life and causes death. Hence, resurrection is by no means difficult. Life 
is breathed into beings at every moment, and it is only God who knows where it 
originates. 


The point with these unbelievers is not that they fall short of appreciating God’s 
wisdom and ability to resurrect life. They also ridicule the promises of resurrection 
and reward, saying that the same promise was given to their forefathers, but nothing 
of the sort has yet occurred. “This we have been promised before, we and our forefathers! 
This is nothing but fables of the ancients.” (Verse 83) Resurrection will certainly occur at 
the time and place God has set for it in His elaborate plan. It will be neither brought 
forward nor put back at anyone’s request, or in response to the ridicule of anyone 
who is unable to see the truth. 


The Arab idolaters of old were muddled in their faith. They did not deny God. 
Nor did they deny that He is the Creator of the heavens and earth or that He is 
always in full control of everything in the universe. But they, nevertheless, assigned 
to Him partners and claimed that they worshipped those partners so that they could 
bring them closer to God. They also claimed that He had daughters. Exalted is God 
above all such claims. Hence the surah puts to them the facts that they acknowledge 
in order to set the record straight and bring them back to the true faith based on 
God’s absolute oneness. This is the logical conclusion to the premises they 
acknowledge. Indeed, they would have arrived at this conclusion themselves had 
they not deviated from their uncorrupted nature: 
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Say: To whom belongs the earth and all that lives therein? [Tell me] if you know.’ 
They will reply: “To God.’ Say: ‘Will you not, then, reflect?’ Say: ‘Who is the Lord of 
the seven heavens, and the Lord of the Supreme Throne?’ They will reply: ° [They all 
belong.’ to God.” Say: ‘Will you not, then, fear Him?’ Say: ‘In whose hand rests the 
sovereignty of all things, protecting all, while against Him there is no protection? 
[Tell me.’ if you know.’ They will reply: ‘[They all belong! to God.’ Say: “How, then, 
can you be so deluded?’ (Verses 84-89) 


This shows the extent of the confusion that lacks sound reasoning. It tells us to 
what extent the beliefs of the idolaters had degenerated by the time Islam was 
revealed. The first question asks about the ownership of this earthly world: “Say: To 
whom belongs the earth and all that lives therein? [Tell me] if you know.” (Verse 84) They 
acknowledge that they all belong to God, but they overlook this true fact when they 
address their worship to deities other than Him. Hence the question the Prophet is 
told to put to them: “Say: Will you not, then, reflect?” (Verse 85) 


“Say: Who is the Lord of the seven heavens, and the Lord of the Supreme Throne?” (Verse 
86) This question is about absolute Lordship that controls the whole universe and 
God’s Supreme Throne. The term ‘seven heavens’ may refer to seven celestial bodies, 
or solar systems, or seven clusters of stars, or seven galaxies, or any seven 
astronomical entities. When God’s Throne is mentioned, it implies a reference to His 
might and control of the universe and all existence. Hence when they are asked 
about the Lordship over all these, they give the right answer, saying that they all 
belong to God. Yet they do not show any fear of the Lord of the Supreme Throne 
who controls all seven heavens and what lies beyond them. They associate with Him 
idols that cannot lift themselves when they are thrown on the ground. Hence, the 
question: “Say: Will you not, then, fear Him?” (Verse 87) 


“Say: In whose hand rests the sovereignty of all things, protecting all, while against Him 
there is no protection? [Tell me] if you know.” (Verse 88) This question is about power 
and dominion, asking them about the One who has power over all things, and who 
gives protection to all of His creatures so that no one can harm them in any way, 
other than according to His will. At the same time, no one can protect anyone or 
anything else against God. If God wants to inflict harm or punishment on any of His 
creatures, nothing can prevent it. Again they acknowledge that such power belongs 
to God alone. Hence the question asking them about the cause of their delusion, 
which leaves them like people bewitched: “Say: How, then, can you be so deluded?” 
(Verse 89) 


The True Concept of God 


Having refuted all the idolaters’ claims about God, taking to Himself a son or 
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partners, the surah states in all clarity the true principle of God’s oneness as 
explained by His Messenger, the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him): 


Nay, We have revealed to them the truth; and yet, they are certainly lying. Never did 
God take to Himself any offspring, nor has there ever been any deity alongside Him. 
Had there been any, each deity would surely have taken away his own creation, and 
they would surely have tried to establish superiority over one another. Limitless in His 
glory is God, far above all that which they attribute to Him. He knows all that is 
beyond the reach of human perception, and all that can be witnessed. Sublimely 
exalted is He above anything they associate as partner with Him. (Verses 90-92) 


Note how this statement employs different methods and styles. First, all argument 
with the idolaters is closed, and an emphatic assertion of their lying is given: “Nay, 
We have revealed to them the truth; and yet, they are certainly lying.” (Verse 90) Then 
follow some of the details of their lies: “Never did God take to Himself any offspring, nor 
has there ever been any deity alongside Him.” (Verse 91) Irrefutable proof is then stated 
rendering all their claims false and showing the absurdity of pagan beliefs based on 
associating partners with God: “Had there been any each deity would surely have taken 
away his own creation.” (Verse 91) Each deity would stress his independence and 
conduct the affairs of his creation according to his own law. Thus, every part of the 
universe, and every group of creatures would have a different basis and laws. There 
would be no common code applying to them all. Hence, those deities “would surely 
have tried to establish superiority over one another.” (Verse 91) Such superiority could 
take the form of a more sophisticated law operating in a particular part of the 
universe. However, the universe as a whole cannot function properly unless it is 
subject to a single law that applies to all its parts and all creatures living in it. 


None of this multiplicity is found in the universe, where consistency of structure 
proves the oneness of its Creator, and inner harmony testifies to its being run by a 
single will. Indeed, we clearly see that all parts of the universe function in perfect 
harmony: “Limitless in His glory is God, far above all that which they attribute to Him.” 
(Verse 91) 


“He knows all that is beyond the reach of human perception, and all that can be 
witnessed.” (Verse 92) None other than God has any authority over any part of His 
creation, knowing anything that is unknown to God. “Sublimely exalted is He above 
anything they associate as a partner with Him.” (Verse 92) 


At this point, the surah stops addressing or speaking about them. It now turns its 
attention to God’s Messenger, commanding him to appeal to God so that he is not 
placed with such people, if he ever witnesses the fulfilment of the warnings of 
suffering they have been given. He is further instructed to seek refuge with His Lord 
from the evil ones, satans, so as not to be irritated by or become fed up at what the 
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unbelievers claim: 


Say: My Lord! If it be Your will to show me that which they are warned against, then, 
my Lord, do not let me be one of those wrongdoing folk.’ We are most certainly able to 
show you that which We promise them. Repel evil with that which is best. We are fully 
aware of all that they say. And say: ‘My Lord! I seek refuge with You from the 
promptings of the evil ones; and I seek refuge with You, my Lord, lest they come near 
me.’ (Verses 93-98) 


The Prophet is certainly not going to be with the wrongdoers when God inflicts on 
them a severe punishment in fulfilment of His warnings. But this prayer which he is 
instructed to repeat serves as a further precaution. It is also meant as a lesson to all 
believers so that they do not slacken. They should also be on their guard, attending 
to their duties, seeking refuge with God and praying to Him to bestow His grace on 
them. 


God is certainly able to fulfil what He has warned the wrongdoers of, and to make 
it all happen during the lifetime of His Messenger: “We are most certainly able to show 
you that which We promise them.” (Verse 95) He certainly showed him some of it in the 
Battle of Badr and then when Makkah surrendered to Islam. 


However, at the time of the revelation of this surah, the Prophet was still in 
Makkah enduring with his followers much persecution from the idolaters. The policy 
followed by the Muslim community then, in implementation of God’s instructions, 
was to repel a bad thing with something better. Muslims also had to demonstrate 
their patience in the face of adversity, leaving their destiny entirely to God: “Repel evil 
with that which is best. We are fully aware of all that they say.” (Verse 96) 


The Prophet was certainly immune to any promptings or persuasion by evil ones. 
However, here he is instructed to pray for protection against all this in an urgent 
appeal for further immunity against their evil. Being the perfect role model for all 
Muslims in all generations, his appeal provides a lead for them to follow. They 
should also seek refuge with God against all temptation put in their way by the evil 
ones. Indeed the Prophet is instructed to appeal to God for protection against such 
evil people corning near him in any way. “I seek refuge with You, my Lord, lest they 
come near me.” (Verse 98) 


This may also be interpreted as an appeal lest they come near him at the time of 
his death. This sense is strengthened by the verse that follows: “When death approaches 
any of them, he says: My Lord! Let me return [to life].” (Verse 99) This follows the 
Qur’anic method that ensures an easy flow from one point to another. 
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Justice and Grace 


When death approaches any of them, he says: 
My Lord! Let me return [to life}, 99) 


so that I may act righteously in whatever I have 
jailed to do.’ By no means! It is but a word he 
says. Behind them there stands a barrier till the 
day when all will be raised from the dead. (100) 


Then, when the trumpet is sounded, there will be 
no tes of kinship between them on that day, nor 
will they ask, about one another. (101) 


Those whose weight [of good deeds) is heavy in the 
scales will be successful; (102) 


but those whose weight is hebt will have lost their 
souls and will abide in hell. (103) 


The fire will scorch their faces, and therein they 
mill look gloomy. (104) 


Were not My revelations read out to you, and 
did you not consider them as hes?’ (105) 


They will reply: Our Lord! Our misfortune has 
overwhelmed us, and so we went astray. (106) 
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Our Lord! Bring us out of this [suffering]. If ever 
We relapse, then we shall be wrongdoers indeed.’ 
(107) 


He wil say: Away with you into this ignominy! 
And do not plead with Me. (108) 


Among My servants there were those who said: 

“Our Lord! We beheve in You. Forgive us and 
have mercy on us; for You are the best of those 
who show mercy.” (109) 


But you made them the target of your derision to 
the point where it made you forget all re- 
membrance of Me; and you went on laughing at 
them. (110) 


Today I have rewarded them for their patience in 
adversity. Indeed it is they who have achieved 
triumph.’ (111) 


And He will ask: How many years have 
_you spent on earth?’ (112) 


They will answer. We have spent there a day, or 
part of a day; but ask those who keep count.’ 
(113) 


He will say: Brief indeed was your sojourn, of you 
but knew it. (114) 


Did you think. that We created you in mere idle 
play, and that to Us you would not have to 
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Sublimely exalted is God, the Ultimate AES Rai =i TiC a 
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Say: My Lord! Forgive and have mercy. You ne t E 
are the best of those who show mercy.’ (118) © oe! 
Overview 


This last passage of the surah continues to discuss the fate of the idolaters, showing 
it in a complete scene of the Day of Resurrection. It starts with an image of 
approaching death ending this life, and moves on to show what happens after the 
Trumpet is blown and the dead are brought back to life. This is followed by an 
emphatic statement of God’s oneness, coupled with a stern warning to those who 
associate partners with God, putting them on notice of what awaits them if they 
persist in their erring ways. The surah concludes with a directive given to the Prophet 
to seek God’s forgiveness, and to pray for His grace. God is certainly the best of all 
who show mercy. 


As Death Approaches 


“When death approaches any of them, he says: My Lord! Let me return [to life], so that I 
may act righteously in whatever I have failed to do.” (Verses 99-100) This is the scene of 
approaching death, when the person is certain that he is about to die. At this 
moment, he appeals for a return to life so as to have a second chance to do what he 
should have done in the first place. He wants to set things right with regard to the 
family and assets he is leaving behind. This is shown as if it is happening at the 
present moment, witnessed by all. But the appeal is made too late. Hence, the answer 
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is not given to the person concerned. It is declared for all to understand. “By no 
means! It is but a word he says.” (Verse 100) 


It is only a word that carries little or no significance. It does not deserve to be 
considered. Indeed the speaker does not merit any attention. It does not express any 
sincerity; rather, it is prompted by the dawning awareness of the great difficulty 
ahead. It expresses the great stress the speaker finds himself under, but it has no 
basis in conviction. 


Thus ends the image of the speaker at the point of death. Suddenly, barriers are 
raised between him and the rest of the world. The matter is settled, contacts are 
severed, doors closed and the curtain dropped: “Behind them there stands a barrier till 
the day when all will be raised from the dead.” (Verse 100) They neither belong to the 
people of this life, nor to those of the hereafter. They are in the stage in between, 
which will continue until all are resurrected. 


The surah now speaks about that day, giving an image of what happens then and 
raising it for all to see. “Then, when the Trumpet is sounded, there will be no ties of kinship 
between them on that day, nor will they ask about one another.” (Verse 101) All bonds 
come to an end, and all values people observe in this life are no longer of any 
consequence. ‘There will be no ties of kinship’ then. The awesome atmosphere makes 
them all silent, with no one uttering as much as a word, let alone enquiring about 
others. 


The process of reckoning and weighing up deeds and actions is shown to proceed 
with speed: “Those whose weight [of good deeds] is heavy in the scales will be successful; but 
those whose weight is light will have lost their souls and will abide in hell. The fire will scorch 
their faces, and therein they will look gloomy.” (Verses 102-104) This process is shown in 
a material image, with action and movement taking place, in the standard pattern the 
Qur’an employs. Hence we dread the scene of those idolaters being scorched by the 
fire, their faces changing colour, darkening and looking full of gloom. It is a terrible 
image that almost transmits pain. 


Those with light weight have lost everything, including themselves. When a man 
loses himself, what else can he own? What is left for him? He has lost the very thing 
that makes his existence meaningful, or that gives him personality. 


At this point the surah changes style. So far, it has employed a reporting format. 
Now it makes a direct address, speaking to the people themselves. This makes the 
physical punishment, terrible as it certainly is, much less painful than the humiliation 
that is now poured on them. This address is stated as if it were taking place at that 
very moment, starting a long dialogue: “Were not My revelations read out to you, and 
did you not consider them as lies?” (Verse 105) When they hear this question they 
imagine that they are allowed to speak and make a plea. They think that perhaps if 
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they admit their guilt, their plea might be accepted: “They will reply: Our Lord! Our 
misfortune has overwhelmed us, and so we went astray. Our Lord. Bring us out of this 
[suffering]. If ever We relapse, then we shall be wrongdoers indeed.” (Verses 106-107) 


Their admission of guilt tells of the bitter feelings they experience. They are indeed 
miserable. But they have exceeded the limits they are allowed. To go beyond these is 
to be impolite when they are addressed by none other than God. They are only 
permitted to answer the question put to them. Indeed the question is perhaps made 
only by way of rebuke, and it requires no answer. Hence they are strongly censured: 
“He will say: Away with you into this ignominy! And do not plead with Me.” (Verse 108) 
They are told to shut up and remain silent as only befits people held in ignominy. 


Indeed they deserve all the punishment and the misery they are made to suffer. 


Among My servants there were those who said: “Our Lord. We believe in You. Forgive 
us and have mercy on us; for You are the best of those who show mercy’ But you made 
them the target of your derision to the point where it made you forget all remembrance 
of Me; and you went on laughing at them. (Verses 109-110) 


The crime they perpetrated was not merely that they disbelieved and made their 
rejection of the faith a personal matter, which is in itself a grave offence. They went 
much further by allowing their stupid impudence to go as far as ridiculing the 
believers who pray to God for mercy and forgiveness. They derided them so often 
that such derision became their main preoccupation, stopping them from 
remembering God and glorifying Him, and from reflecting on the numerous signs 
God has placed in the world pointing them in the direction of faith. They are now 
called upon to compare their own station with that of the people they ridiculed. 
“Today I have rewarded them for their patience in adversity. Indeed it is they who have 
achieved triumph.” (Verse 111) 


A new phase of interrogation follows this stern, humiliating reply and the reasons 
that led to it: “And He will ask: How many years have you spent on earth?” (Verse 112) 
God certainly knows the answer, but the question is put to them to emphasize the 
triviality of life on earth and to stress the shortness of its duration. Yet they bartered 
the eternal life of the hereafter for their portion of life on earth. Now they feel that it 
was totally insignificant. In their despair they are impatient, and cannot bother about 
that life or its number of years: “They will answer: We have spent there a day, or part of a 
day; but ask those who keep count.” (Verse 113) Stress, grief and despair ooze from their 


reply. 

They are given an answer that tells them that their life on earth is very short 
compared to what awaits them. They only need to have the right measure. “He will 
say: Brief indeed was your sojourn, if you but knew it.” (Verse 114) Again they are 
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strongly rebuked for denying the life to come. This is coupled with an outline of the 
purpose behind resurrection. This purpose has been clearly stated ever since the first 
creation: “Did you think that We created you in mere idle play, and that to Us you would 
not have to return?” (Verse 115) 


Indeed the purpose, or rather the wisdom behind resurrection is part of the 
wisdom behind creation. It is all well measured and accurately designed. 
Resurrection is no more than a stage that brings the cycle of creation to its fullness. 
Only those who remain blind, unwilling to reflect on God’s purpose which is clearly 
evident everywhere in the universe around us, will not see it. 


The Basic Issue of Faith 


The final verses of the surah are dedicated to faith. They state its central tenet; 
namely, God’s oneness. We have an announcement of the great loss suffered by those 
who associate partners with Him. This contrasts with the success declared at the 
beginning of the surah which is guaranteed to the believers. Coupled with this 
declaration is an instruction to turn to God, requesting His forgiveness and 
appealing for His mercy. He is certainly the most merciful of all those who are 
compassionate: 


Sublimely exalted is God, the Ultimate Sovereign, the Ultimate Truth. There is no 
deity other than Him, the Lord of the Glorious Throne. He that invokes besides God 
any other deity — a deity for whose existence he has no evidence - shall be brought to 
account before his Lord. Most certainly, the unbelievers shall never be successful. Say: 
My Lord! Forgive and have mercy. You are the best of those who show mercy. (Verses 
116-118) 


Coming as it does after a scene painting events taking place on the Day of 
Resurrection, and after a host of arguments, proofs and pointers outlined throughout 
the surah, the comment included in these final verses provides a logical conclusion to 
everything contained in the surah. This statement refutes all that the unbelievers say 
about God, declaring that He is the true Sovereign who controls the entire universe, 
and that He is the only deity who is in full command of all. He is indeed ‘the Lord of 
the Glorious Throne’. 


Any claim of partnership with God has absolutely no evidence to support it, 
neither from the universe and how it is run, nor from human logic or nature. Anyone 
who makes such a claim will have to face the reckoning in front of God, and the 
result is known in advance: “Most certainly the unbelievers shall never be successful.” 
(Verse 117) This is an unfailing rule that is hound to come true. Success, by contrast, 
is guaranteed for the believers. 
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All the favours and comforts that we see the unbelievers enjoying in this life, and 
all the power and resources they may sometimes have at their command does not 
mean success in reality. It is all given to them as a test, and it will end with their loss 
in this present life. However, if some of them escape punishment in this world, they 
will have to face the reckoning in the hereafter. There, in the life to come, is the final 
stage of this life cycle. It is not something separate or isolated. Indeed, it is an 
essential stage, clearly seen by those who have real vision. 


The last verse in this surah, The Believers, gives the instruction to turn to God 
appealing for His mercy and forgiveness: “Say: My Lord! Forgive and have mercy. You 
are the best of those who show mercy.” (Verse 118) 


Thus the opening of the surah and its end jointly emphasize success for the 
believers and utter failure and loss for the unbelievers. Both elements stress the basic 
qualities of believers. Thus, the beginning states that the believers humble 
themselves in prayer, while the end instructs them to humbly appeal to God for 
forgiveness and mercy. Both make the surah a complete, well designed unit. 
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SURAH 24 


Al-Nuar 
(Light) 


Prologue 


This surah is named al-Nur, meaning The Light, and light is identified as an 
essential attribute of God: “God is the light of the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 35) It is 
also mentioned in respect of its effects on people’s hearts and souls. Such effects are 
reflected in human morality and the manners of individuals, families and 
communities. They impart a brightness to human life that enlightens hearts and 
makes consciences transparent. 


The surah begins with an emphatic declaration of the fact that it is bestowed from 
on high, and that it is decreed with all that it contains of directives, commandments 
and morality: “A surah which We have bestowed from on high and which We have ordained; 
and in it have We revealed clear verses, so that you may keep them in mind.” (Verse 1) This 
opening reflects the importance the Qur’an attaches to the moral aspect of human 
life, and to its central position in the Islamic faith. 


The central theme of the entire surah is the education of the Muslim community. 
At times, the methods employed by the surah increase in their stiffness so as to 
culminate in prescribing mandatory punishments. At other times the surah is softer 
and more gentle, filling our hearts with God’s light and inviting us to reflect on the 
numerous signs He has placed throughout the entire universe. The aim of such 
contrasting approaches is one and the same: to cultivate people’s consciences, 
enhance their sensitivity and refine their moral standards to the highest degree. The 
good manners of the individual, the family, the community and society's leadership 
are all intertwined as they all stem from the same source, which is belief in God, and 
shine with the same light received from Him. In essence, these manners combine 
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light, transparency and brightness. Thus the education the surah aims to achieve 
derives all its aspects from the basic source of light in the heavens and earth; that is, 
God’s light that dispels all darkness in the universe, as well as that in people’s hearts 
and souls. 


The surah may be divided into five parts, all tackling its basic theme. At the outset, 
the first delivers a decisive declaration outlining the status of this surah, followed by 
the details of the mandatory punishment for adultery. It denounces this crime in 
clear terms, making it clear that adulterers have no place in the Muslim community. 
It also explains the punishment for any false accusation of adultery, and the reasons 
for the severity of this mandatory punishment. Couples are exempted from this 
punishment when they take the prescribed oaths that end with their permanent 
separation. It then comments on the falsehood story. At the end it shows how men 
and women flock like with like: the good with the good and the evil with the evil. 


The second part concerns itself with crime prevention, and the methods to reduce 
the temptation to sin. It begins with an outline of good manners when approaching 
others’ homes and the need to seek permission before entry. It commands Muslims to 
lower their gaze and not to reveal women’s charms and adornments to anyone other 
than their very close relatives whom they are not legally entitled to marry. There is 
also in this part a clear encouragement to facilitate the marriage of young women, 
and a stern warning against forcing slave girls into prostitution. All these are 
preventive measures that aim to promote purity and chastity in general. They aim to 
prevent what stirs up physical desire and to help people to maintain their chastity. 


In the middle of this list of good manners as outlined in the surah, the third part 
provides a link between all such manners and God’s light. Here the surah speaks of 
the people whose hearts are brightened with God’s light and who always frequent 
mosques. By contrast, the unbelievers and their deeds are shown as though they are 
a mirage, or like layers of darkness. In this part we see different aspects of God’s light 
throughout the universe: how all creatures glorify Him; how clouds are sent through 
the atmosphere; the succession of day and night; the creation of every walking 
creature out of water and how they acquire their different shapes, forms, types and 
roles. All these are there for people to look at and contemplate. 


In the fourth part the hypocrites are seen to neglect the proper manners people 
should show when dealing with the Prophet. The most important of these are 
obedience to the Prophet and the implementation of any judgement he makes in 
disputes put to him for arbitration. By contrast, the believers are seen to maintain the 
appropriate standards in speaking to the Prophet and obeying him. In return, they 
are promised power, that they will establish and implement their faith and attain 
victory over the unbelievers. 
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The final part of the surah again examines the good manners of the Muslim 
community, highlighting the need to seek admission when visiting relatives and 
friends, of hospitality to guests, and the fine manners that make the whole Muslim 
community a single family, led by God’s Messenger (peace be upon him). 


The surah concludes with a declaration of God’s ownership of all that is in the 
heavens and earth, His knowledge of people and what they harbour in their breasts, 
and their ultimate return to Him. They will have to face His reckoning on the basis of 
His knowledge of their deeds. Needless to say, His knowledge encompasses 
everything. 
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The Mandatory 
Punishment for Adultery 


In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 


[This is] a surah which We have bestowed from 
on ligh and whith We have ordained; and in it 
have We revealed clear verses, so that you may 
keep them in mind. (1) 


AAs for the adulteress and the adulterer, flog each 
of them with a hundred stripes, and let not 
compassion for them keep you from [carrying out] 
this law of God, if you truly beleve in God and 
the Last Day; and kt a number of behevers 
witness their punishment. (2) 


The adulterer couples with none other than an 
adulteress or an tdolatress; and with the adulteress 
couples none other than an adulterer or an 


idolater. This is forbidden to the believers. (3) 


As for those who awuse chaste women Jof 
adultery], and cannot produce four witnesses, flog 
them with eighty stripes; and do not accept their 
testimony ever after; for they are indeed trans- 
gressors. (4) 
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Exxcepted are those who afterwards repent and 
make amends, for God is Much-Forgwing, 
Merciful. (5) 


And as for those who accuse their own wives Jof 
adultery], but have no witnesses except themselves, 

let each of them call God four times to witness 
that he is indeed telling the truth; (©) 


and the fifth time, that God's curse be upon him 
of he is teling a lie. (T) 


However, punishment is averted from her if she 
calls God four times to witness that he is indeed 
telling a le; (8) 


and the fifth time, that God's wrath be upon her 
if he is telling the truth. (9) 


Were it not for God's favour upon you and His 
grace, and that God is the One who accepts 
repentance, the Wise...! (10) 


Those who concocted the falsehood were a band 
from among you. Do not regard it as bad for you; 
indeed it is good for you. Each one of them shall 
bear what he has earned of sin; and awesome 
suffering awaits the one who took on himself the 
lead among them. (11) 


When you heard it, why did not the believers, 
men and women, think the best of themselves, 


and say: ‘This is a blatant falsehood. (12) 
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Why did they not produce four witnesses to prove 
it? Since they have not produced witnesses, then in 
the sight of God, they are certainly hars. (13) 


Were it not for God's favour upon you and His 

grace, in this world and in the life to come, 
awesome suffering would indeed have afflicted you 
on account of what you indulged in. (14) 


You took it up with your tongues and uttered 
nith your mouths something of which you have no 
knowledge, thinking it a light matter whereas in 
God's sight it is grave indeed. (15) 


Tf only when you heard it you said: Tt is not right 
for us to speak of this! All glory belongs to You. 
This is a monstrous slander.’ (16) 


God admonishes you lest you ever revert to the 
hike of this, if you are truly behevers. (17) 


And God makes plain to you His revelations. 
God is Al-Knowing, Wise. (18) 


Those who love that gross indecency should spread 
among the believers shall be visited with grievous 
suffering both in this world and in the hfe to come. 
God knows, but you do not know. (19) 
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Were it not for God's favour upon you and Has 
grace, and that God is Compassionate, Merciful 
«7 (20) 


Belevers! Do not follow Satan’s footsteps, for he 
nho follows Satan’s footsteps nill only enjoin 
what is shameful and wrong. Were it not for 
God's favour upon you and Fis grace, none of 
you would have ever been pure. It is God who 
causes whomever He wills to grow in purity. God 


is All- Hearing, All-Knowing, (21) 


Let not those of you who have been graced with 
God's favour and ample means resolve by oath 
not to help those who are near of kin, the needy 
and those who have left their homes for the sake of 
God. But kt them pardon and forbear. Do you 
not desire that God shouid forgive you your sins? 
God is indeed Much- Forgiving, Merciful. (22) 


Those who accuse chaste women who may have 
been unthinkingh careless but remained true 
believers, shail be rejected by God in this world as 
well as in the lie to come. They shall endure 
awesome suffering; (23) 


on the day when ther own tongues, hands and 
feet will testify to what they did. (24) 


On that day God will pay them in full their just 
due, and they will come to know that God alone 
as the Ulimate Truth, absolutely manifest. (25) 
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Corrupt women are for corrupt men, and corrupt © di Gol je Ki Si SI 
men for corrupt women, just as good women are 
jor good men, and good men for good women. B eLo : 
These are innocent of all that people may impute ee aoe 13 ál Ea 


to them. Forgiveness and excellent sustenance are z 2 


in store for them. (26) oo amine , cy. s i 





An Unusual Beginning 


This surah has a unique opening that is not repeated anywhere else in the Qur'ān. 
What is special is the use of the clause ‘We have ordained’. We take this to imply an 
emphatic assertion that people must take everything that the surah includes in the 
same way. Social manners and morality are ordained in the same way as mandatory 
punishments. We need to remember here that such manners and morality are deeply 
rooted in human nature, but people tend to overlook them because of deviant social 
pressures and easy temptations. Hence, the divine revelations God has bestowed 
from on high place them back before people’s eyes, explaining the clear logic of 
undistorted human nature. 


This emphatic and clear opening is immediately followed with an explanation of 
the mandatory punishment for adultery, a ghastly crime that severs the ties between 
its perpetrator and the Muslim community. 


As for the adulteress and the adulterer, flog each of them with a hundred stripes, and 
let not compassion for them keep you from [carrying out] this law of God, if you truly 
believe in God and the Last Day; and let a number of believers witness their 
punishment. The adulterer couples with none other than an adulteress or an 
idolatress; and with the adulteress couples none other than an adulterer or an idolater. 
This is forbidden to the believers. (Verses 2-3) 


In the early days of Islam, the punishment prescribed for adulterers was that 
outlined in Surah 4, Women, which says: “As for those of your women who are guilty of 
gross immoral conduct, call upon four from among you to bear witness against them. If they 
so testify, then confine the guilty women to their houses until death takes them or God opens 
another way for them.” (4: 15) Thus the punishment for the guilty adulteress was 
confinement at home and verbal reprimand, while the adulterer was punished by 
verbal reprimand only. Sometime later, God revealed the new mandatory 
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punishment specified in this surah. This is then the ‘way’ opened by God to which 
Surah 4 alluded. 


Flogging is the punishment of male and female adulterers who have not been 
empowered through marriage. This punishment is enforced on any Muslim who is 
sane, of age and a free person whose guilt is established. As for a person who has 
had sexual relations within a proper marriage and then commits adultery even 
though he is sane, of age and free, his punishment is stoning.'¢ 


Such stoning is confirmed in the Sunnah, while flogging is established clearly in 
the Qur’an. Since the Qur’anic statement is phrased in general terms, and the Prophet 
inflicted stoning on a married man and a married woman who committed adultery, 
it is clear that the punishment of flogging applies only to adulterers who are 
unmarried. 


There are several juristic differences in this area. For example, combining the two 
punishments of flogging and stoning for a married adulterer. Most scholars, 
however, agree that no such combination applies. Other points of difference include 
sending unmarried adulterers into exile in addition to the flogging, and the 
punishment for a slave adulterer. These juristic differences are very detailed, but we 
do not propose to speak about these here. Readers who are interested may refer to 
books on Figh. We instead will confine ourselves here to a discussion of the wisdom 
of this piece of legislation. 


The first point to note is the difference in the punishment incurred by adulterers, 
depending on their marital status. A Muslim who is of age, free and sane and who 
has already experienced sex within marriage is fully aware of the clean and proper 
way to satisfy sexual desires. To abandon this and resort to adultery betrays a 
deviant and corrupt nature. Hence, punishment is increased in this case. A virgin on 
the other hand may feel the temptation so strongly when he is inexperienced. There 
is also a difference in the nature of the act itself. A married person is able to enjoy sex 
in a much better and more refined way than a virgin. Hence, he deserves increased 
punishment. 


As has already been mentioned, the surah speaks here of the mandatory 
punishment for the unmarried adulterer only. It emphasizes the requirement to put it 
into effect, with no compassion shown to the perpetrator: “As for the adulteress and the 
adulterer, flog each of them with a hundred stripes, and let not compassion for them keep you 


16 One difference not mentioned by the author relates to whether stoning is mandatory or 
discretionary. The traditional view is that it is mandatory, but a number of eminent scholars have 
questioned this, classifying it as discretionary. A discretionary punishment is left to the judge looking 
into the case, or the ruler, to determine whether to apply it in full, reduce, or even withhold it. A 
mandatory punishment is stated by God and it must be applied as stated, when the offence is duly 
proven in accordance with the provision of Islamic law. — Editor's note. 


206 


ALNir (Light) | THE MANDATORY PUNISHMENT FOR ADULTERY 


from [carrying out] this law of God, if you truly believe in God and the Last Day; and let a 
number of believers witness their punishment.” (Verse 2) The Muslim community is 
required to implement this punishment showing no sympathy for the offenders. The 
punishment should be administered in public with a number of believers present. 
This makes it harder for the offenders and increases the deterrent effect for the 
beholders. 


The crime is shown to be increasingly heinous. Hence, all ties between the 
perpetrators and the Muslim community are cut off: “The adulterer couples with none 
other than an adulteress or an idolatress; and with the adulteress couples none other than an 
adulterer or an idolater. This is forbidden to the believers.” (Verse 3) 


This means that those who commit adultery do not do so while they are believers. 
They only commit it when they are in a state that is far removed from faith and the 
feelings it generates in people’s hearts. A believer is not comfortable to enter into 
marital relations with someone who has abandoned faith through such a terrible 
offence. Indeed Imam Ahmad is of the view that marriage is forbidden between an 
adulterer and a chaste woman, or between a chaste man and an adulteress. A 
prerequisite for such a marriage to be valid is for such offenders to genuinely repent. 
At any rate, the Qur’anic verse makes it clear that by nature believing men and 
women feel that to be married to someone who commits adultery is strongly 
repugnant. Thus, it is very unlikely to happen, and this improbability is described 
here as a prohibition. Thus, ties between the Muslim community and individuals 
who commit adultery are non-existent. 


A report giving the reason for the revelation of the second of these two verses 
mentions that Marthad, a man from the Ansar, used to go to Makkah to free those 
who were imprisoned because of their belief in Islam. He would take those whom he 
managed to free to Madinah. Before becoming a Muslim, he used to have a friend in 
Makkah called ~Anaq who was a prostitute. On one of his visits, he arranged to 
smuggle out a prisoner held in Makkah. He said: “I stopped by the outside wall of a 
garden on a clear night with moonlight. “Anaq soon came and noticed a black shade 
against the wall. When she drew near, she recognized me and mentioned my name. I 
confirmed that it was I. She welcomed me and invited me to her place to stay the 
night. I said: ““Anaq! God has forbidden adultery.’ She gave me away, shouting to the 
people that I was smuggling their prisoners out. As I tried to disappear, eight of 
them followed me. I went into the garden and walked until I entered a cave. They 
followed me in and stood by my head, while I remained motionless. Some of them 
urinated over my head, but God helped me and they did not notice me. When they 
left, 1 returned to my man and helped him. He was very heavy, but I carried him for 
a distance, and then I untied him. I carried him on, but he helped me until we safely 
reached Madinah. I then went to the Prophet and asked him if it was all right for me 
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to marry “Anaq. I repeated my question twice, but he did not reply until this verse 
was revealed stating: 


‘The adulterer couples with none other than an adulteress or an idolatress; and with the 
adulteress couples none other than an adulterer or an idolater. This is forbidden to the 
believers.” The Prophet said to me: ‘Marthad! An adulterer couples with none other 
than an adulteress or an idolatress. Do not marry her.’” [Related by Aba Dawid, al- 
Nasa’i and al-Tirmidhi] 


This verse, then, implies that a believer is forbidden to marry an adulteress unless 
she genuinely repents. The same applies to a female believer and an adulterer. This is 
the view Imam Ahmad took, but other scholars had a different view. As a point of 
difference, it may be studied in Figh books. At any rate, this type of action alienates 
the perpetrator from the Muslim community, which in itself is a severe social 
punishment that is no less painful than flogging. 


Is Hard Punishment Justified? 


When enacting such severe punishments for this abominable offence, Islam does 
not overlook the natural desire behind it. Islam knows that human beings cannot and 
should not suppress such a natural desire. Nor does Islam wish that people should 
fight the physiological functions God has given them as part of their nature and part 
of the laws of life, ensuring the continuity of mankind. Islam only shuns an animal 
approach to this desire that treats one body the same as another, and which has no 
intention of building a home, life partnership or family. Islam wants sexual relations 
between a man and a woman to be based on fine human feelings that involve their 
hearts and souls in their physical union, so as to make it a union between two human 
beings sharing their lives, pains, hopes, and futures. In this way, any children will be 
reared by both parents building a future together. 


This is the reason why Islam ordains such a severe punishment for adultery, 
considering it a setback that reduces man to an animal. It destroys all these fine 
feelings and goals. Adultery turns human beings into animal-like creatures that treat 
all men as males and all women as females, trying to satisfy a physical desire in a 
casual way. Its momentary ecstasy has neither a constructive aim nor a fine, durable 
love behind it. It is the continuity aspect that distinguishes such a fine feeling from a 
momentary and casual charge which many people describe as passion when it is in 
fact a physical desire momentarily taking the guise of fine feeling. 


Islam neither suppresses natural feelings nor considers them dirty. It only 
regulates, purifies and elevates them above the physical level so that they become 
central to many psychological and social values. By contrast, adultery, and 
prostitution in particular, removes from such natural desires all the exquisite 
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feelings, attractions and values that have been refined over the long history of human 
life. It leaves such desires naked, dirty and coarser than in animals. In many animal 
and bird species, couples live together in a regulated life. They do not have the sort 
of sexual chaos that adultery spreads in some human communities, particularly 
where prostitution is rife. 


In order to spare man this type of setback, Islam prescribes such punishment for 
adultery. Needless to say, this offence causes numerous social ills that people often 
mention when they speak about this crime. These include false parenthood, 
undermining family life and causing hatred and grudges. Each one of these social ills 
justifies a very hard punishment for the offence causing it. But the primary reason for 
it is preserving the humanity of man, protecting the moral standards that have come 
to be associated with clean sex, furthering the aims of marital life that is intended to 
last. This is, in my view, the reason that serves all others. 


Islam, then, prescribes a very heavy penalty for adultery, but it does not legislate 
such a penalty without first putting in place sufficient legislation to protect people 
from falling into such sin. It also ensures that the punishment is not enforced except 
in cases where there is certainty about the offence and its perpetrators. Islam is a 
complete code of living that is not based on punishment. Its basis is to provide all 
that promotes a clean and pure life. If some individuals then abandon this clean and 
easy life in order to deliberately submerge themselves in filth, they incur such heavy 
penalties. 


When a crime takes place in spite of all these measures, Islam prevents the 
infliction of the penalty wherever possible. The Prophet says: “Spare Muslims the 
infliction of mandatory punishments wherever possible. 


If there is any way out for the accused, let htm go unpunished. It is better that the 
ruler errs on the side of pardon, rather than punishment.” [Related by al-Tirmidhi] In 
the case of adultery, Islam requires four witnesses to testify that they have seen the 
offence, or else, a clear and confirmed confession. 


It may be suggested, then, that the punishment is unreal and unenforceable, which 
renders it ineffective as a deterrent. As we have said, punishment is not the basis of 
the Islamic approach; its basis is prevention, education and cultivating people’s finer 
feelings and consciences so that they refrain from even contemplating an offence. It 
only punishes those who are intent on committing the crime, paying little regard to 
society, so as to be seen by four witnesses. It also inflicts the punishment on those 
who wish to purify themselves of the effects of the offence after having committed it. 
In other words, the punishment is applied to those who confess to their offence. This 
is what happened to Ma‘iz and his Ghamidi consort when they went to the Prophet 
requesting him to inflict the punishment so as to purify them of their sin. Both were 
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insistent, in spite of the Prophet turning away from them time after time. In fact, they 
confessed four times each, which left the Prophet no option but to inflict the 
punishment, for at this point the confession was no longer suspect. The Prophet said: 
“Spare yourselves mandatory punishments; for when I have established that a sin 
carrying such a punishment has been committed, the punishment must be done.” 
[Related by Abt. Dawtd] 


Thus, when certainty is established and the matter has been put to the ruler, or 
judge, the mandatory punishment must be applied, with no compassion shown to 
the offenders. Such compassion is misplaced, because it is in fact cruel to the 
community and human morality. God is much more compassionate to His creatures 
and He has chosen what He knows to serve their interests best. When God decides 
on a particular case, no believer, whether man or woman, can counter that choice. 
Nor is it right that anyone should speak out against such punishment, describing it 
as hard or savage. It is indeed much more compassionate than what awaits a 
community that allows adultery to spread. 


Measures Against False Accusation 


Prescribing a very hard punishment for adultery is not sufficient, on its own, to 
protect the Muslim community and ensure the purity of its atmosphere. Therefore, a 
supplementary order is given to isolate the adulterers from the rest of the Muslim 
community. Furthermore, heavy punishment is prescribed for those who accuse 
chaste women of adultery without providing firm evidence in support of their 
accusation: 


As for those who accuse chaste women [of adultery], and cannot produce four 
witnesses, flog them with eighty stripes; and do not accept their testimony ever after; 
for they are indeed transgressors. Excepted are those who afterwards repent and make 
amends; for God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. (Verses 4-5) 


Allowing people to accuse chaste women, whether married or not, without clear 
proof would mean that people could make such accusations without fear of 
repercussion. This in turn would stain the Muslim community’s reputation. Every 
individual would feel threatened with false accusations. Every man would suspect 
his wife, and every wife her husband, and people would begin to doubt their 
legitimacy. In such an intolerable state of doubt and suspicion, every family would 
be undermined. Moreover, when such accusations are frequently made, those who 
steer themselves away from adultery might begin to think that such crime was 
common in society. They might then begin to see it in a different light, as less ghastly, 
as a result of such frequent mention. Furthermore, those who would not even have 
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contemplated it at all might even begin to think of doing so, feeling that since many 
others do it, there is no harm in it. 


Thus, in order to protect people’s honour, and to prevent their suffering from 
suspicion as a result of uncorroborated accusations, the Qur’an prescribes for false 
accusation a punishment that almost equals that of adultery. False accusers are to be 
flogged with 80 stripes each, and their future testimony in any case or situation 
rejected. Plus they are to be labelled as transgressors. The first part of this 
punishment is physical, while the second is moral. It is sufficient that the accuser is 
deprived of the right to testify, and considered an unreliable and unacceptable 
witness no matter what the case or situation. The third part is religious. The one 
guilty of false accusation follows a line that deviates from the straight path of faith. 
The only way out is that the accuser should provide four witnesses who have seen 
the offence being committed, or three alongside him if he himself has seen it. If the 
four give such testimony, the accusation is proved and the punishment for adultery 
is enforced on the perpetrator. 


The point at issue here is that the Muslim community does not lose much by 
suppressing an accusation that cannot be proven. Conversely it loses much more by 
condoning accusations that cannot be proven. Indeed when such accusations become 
the subject of casual conversation, they serve to encourage people to do the same, 
while stopping any discussion of such matters, unless clearly proven, delivers a clear 
message that adultery, an abominable offence, is rare or even non-existent in society. 
Moreover, the false accusation of chaste women causes the latter much pain and 
mental suffering, in addition to its being a means of destroying families and 
relations. 


The punishment meted out to the false accuser continues to hang over his head, 
even after its administration, unless he genuinely repents: “Excepted are those who 
afterwards repent and make amends; for God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 5) 


Scholars differ in their understanding of this exception: does it apply only to the 
last punishment, which means that the accuser is no longer considered a 
transgressor, but continues nevertheless to be unacceptable as a witness in any 
situation? Or would he be acceptable as a witness once he has declared his 
repentance? Malik, Ahmad and al-Shafi‘i are of the view that once he has repented, 
he is no longer a transgressor. He is again acceptable as a witness. On the other hand, 
Abū Hanifah maintains that repentance only stops him being considered a 
transgressor, but he remains unacceptable as a witness. Al-Sha*bi and al-Dahhak, 
renowned scholars of the early Islamic period, say that despite his repentance, he is 
unacceptable as a witness unless he admits that his original accusation was false. 


I personally prefer this last view, because it adds to the accuser’s repentance a 
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clear declaration by him that the accused is innocent. In this way, all effects of the 
accusation are removed. No one can then say that the punishment was inflicted on 
the accuser because of lack of sufficient supporting evidence. No one who heard the 
accusation can continue to entertain any thought that its substance was correct, and 
that it could have been proven if more witnesses were ready to come forward. Thus, 
the innocent would have their innocence confirmed both socially and legally. This 
leaves no reason to continue to punish the accuser by refusing his testimony, after he 
has repented his original action and declared that the accusation he made was false. 


When a Husband Accuses His Wife 


All the foregoing applies to accusing women of adultery. An exception is made, 
however, in the case of a husband accusing his wife. To require him to produce four 
witnesses is unreasonable. In normal situations, a man does not accuse his wife 
falsely, because the very accusation carries a negative reflection on his own honour 
and against his own children. Hence, this type of accusation carries a totally different 
ruling: 


And as for those who accuse their own wives [of adultery], but have no witnesses 
except themselves, let each of them call God four times to witness that he is indeed 
telling the truth; and the fifth time, that God's curse be upon him if he is telling a lie. 
However, punishment is averted from her if calls God four times to witness that he is 
indeed telling a lie; and the fifth time, that God’s wrath be upon her if he is telling the 
truth. Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, and that God is the One 
who accepts repentance, the Wise...! (Verses 6-10) 


This ruling lightens the burden for married people in a way that takes their special 
circumstances into consideration. A man may find his wife in a compromising 
position but there be no one else as witness to the deed. In this case, he swears by 
God four times that he is telling the truth, and adds a fifth incurring God’s curse on 
himself if he is telling a lie. These oaths are called testimonies, because he is the only 
witness. When he has done so, he pays her any portion of her dowry that may be 
outstanding, and she is immediately and finally divorced. She is also liable to the 
punishment for adultery. However, she can avert this punishment by swearing by 
God four times that her husband is telling lies, and adds a fifth incurring God’s curse 
on herself if he is telling the truth. If she does, then no punishment is administered in 
this case, but the marriage is irrevocably terminated. If she is pregnant, the child is 
named after her, not after her husband. No one can attach any blame to the child. If 
anyone does make an accusation against the child, they are liable to punishment. 


The surah comments on this delicate ruling by saying: “Were it not- for God’s favour 
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upon you and His grace, and that God is the One who accepts repentance, the Wise...!” 
(Verse 10) It does not tell us what would have happened, had God not bestowed His 
favours and grace on us in this way, and extended His manifest grace by accepting 
our repentance. Instead, the statement leaves us with an impression that it is 
something very serious, and that people are much better off, avoiding it through 
God’s grace. 


Several reports explain the occasion when these verses were revealed. Imam 
Ahmad reports on the authority of Ibn “Abbas: “When the verse stating, As for those 
who accuse chaste women [of adultery], and cannot produce four witnesses, flog them with 
eighty stripes; and do not accept their testimony ever after,” was revealed, Sad ibn 
~Ubadah, the chief of the Ansar said: ‘Is that how it has been revealed, Messenger of 
God?’ The Prophet said: ‘People of the Ansar! Do you hear what your chief is 
saying?’ They said: “Do not blame him, Messenger of God. He is a man with a keen 
sense of honour. He never married a woman unless she was a virgin. If he divorced a 
woman, none of us would dare to marry her, because we realize how he takes that.’ 
Sa`d said: ‘Messenger of God! I know it to be true and that it comes from God. I only 
wondered that if I would find a man on top of my wife, I could not disturb him until 
I have brought four witnesses. By the time I bring them, he would have finished his 
business.’ 


It was not long after that Hilal ibn Umayyah went to the Prophet. He had been on 
his farm before going home at night. He found a man with his wife. He saw things 
with his own eyes, and he heard things with his ears. He did not fight with the man, 
but the next morning he said to the Prophet: ‘Messenger of God! I went home last 
night and I found my wife with a man. I saw and heard things with my own eyes 
and ears.’ The Prophet was very displeased when he heard this, and found it hard to 
deal with. The Ansar said: ‘What Sa‘d ibn “Ubadah foretold has come to pass. The 
Prophet must now subject Hilal ibn Umayyah to punishment by flogging and declare 
him unacceptable as a witness.’ 


Hilal said to his people: “By God, I certainly hope that He will provide a way out 
for me.’ Addressing the Prophet, he said: ‘Messenger of God! I see that my story has 
been very difficult for you; but God knows that I am telling the truth.’ 


The Prophet was about to give orders that punishment should be inflicted on Hilal 
when revelations were bestowed on him from on high. Those who were around him 
recognized this fact by the change in his face. These verses dealing with the situation 
were revealed. The Prophet's face regained its colour, and he said: ‘Hilal! Rejoice, for 
God has given you a way out.’ Hilal replied: ‘I certainly hoped that God would grant 
me that.’ The Prophet gave orders for the woman to be brought to him. When she 
came, the Prophet recited these verses to them both, reminding them both that 
punishment in the hereafter is far more severe than any punishment in this life. Hilal 
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said: ‘Messenger of God! I have certainly said the truth when I accused her.’ She said: 
‘He is lying.’ The Prophet then said: ‘Let them both say their oaths.’ 


Hilal was first told to swear. He swore by God four times that what he said was 
the truth. Before saying his fifth oath, people said to him: Hilal, fear God. This is the 
one that incurs punishment in the hereafter, while punishment in this world is that 
much less.’ He said: “By God! He will not punish me for this, just like He did not let 
me be flogged for it.’ He made the fifth oath, invoking God's curse on himself if he 
were lying. The woman was then offered the chance to refute the charge. She swore 
by God four times that he was lying. When she was about to make her fifth oath, 
people said to her: ‘Fear God, and remember that punishment in the hereafter is 
much more severe. This is the oath that incurs God’s punishment for you.’ She 
stopped for a while and thought about confessing. She then said: ‘I will not bring a 
scandal on my people’s heads.’ She made her fifth oath, invoking God’s curse on 
herself if her husband was telling the truth. 


The Prophet ordered their marriage irrevocably terminated. He also judged that 
her child, should she be pregnant, would not be named after a father, and that the 
child would not be shamed. If anyone was to hurl an accusation at the child, then 
that person would be punished. His judgement also made it clear that she could not 
claim shelter in her husband’s home, and she could not have any maintenance from 
him, as the marriage was dissolved without divorce or death. He also said: ‘If her 
child, when born, has slightly reddish hair, a thin bottom and small legs, then he is 
Hilal’s child. If he is born dark, with strong features and curly hair, of large build, 
with large legs and a fat bottom, then he belongs to the man she has been accused of 
associating with.’ When the child was born, he was of the second description. The 
Prophet said: “If it was not for the oaths, I would have had something to sort out with 
her.” 


We see that this ruling was given to deal with a particular case that was not only 
hard for the husband concerned, but also the Muslim community and the Prophet. 
Indeed, the Prophet could not find a way out of it. According to al-Bukhari’s report, 
the Prophet said to Hilal: “You either bring the proof or lay your back for 
punishment.’ Hilal said to him: “Messenger of God! If any of us finds a man on top of 
his wife, should he go and seek witnesses?’ 


Legislation is Given When Needed 


As this case provides for a special situation which is exempted from the general 
rules of false accusation, it may be asked why God did not reveal this exception to 
the general rules in the first place? Why did God wait until a situation occurred, one 
which caused embarrassment and hardship? 
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God certainly knows all this, but in His infinite wisdom He bestowed from on 
high the revelation outlining the rules when the need for it was keenly felt. Thus, the 
rules were received with eagerness, and people immediately recognized the wisdom 
behind the legislation and the divine grace it ensured. Hence, the verses outlining the 
procedure conclude with the statement: “Were it not for God's favour upon you and His 
grace, and that God is the One who accepts repentance, the Wise...’” (Verse 10) 


Let us pause a little here to reflect on the Islamic method of moulding the new 
Muslim community and how the Prophet re-educated his Companions by means of 
the Qur’an. We should remember here that he was dealing with Arabs who were 
characteristically and strongly impulsive, particularly in cases of personal honour. 
They would rarely pause to consider options before rushing into action. Thus, when 
legislation was established outlining the punishment for accusing chaste women of 
adultery without providing the required proof, people found it difficult. Sa’d ibn 
“Ubadah, the chief of the Ansar, went as far as asking: “Is that how it has been 
revealed, Messenger of God?” He puts forward his question, knowing for certain that 
the verses were revealed in that way. His question, however, reflected the difficulty 
he felt in complying with that ruling in a particular situation he imagined. Hence, he 
explained: “Messenger of God! I know it to be true and that it comes from God. I 
only wondered that if I found a man on top of my wife, I could not disturb him until 
I had brought four witnesses. By the time I brought them, he would have finished his 
business.” 


Yet the situation that Sa`d found hard to imagine soon took place in reality. A man 
came forward, having found his wife with a stranger, seeing them with his own eyes, 
and hearing them with his own ears. Yet the Qur’anic rules did not permit any 
measure to be taken against them. Therefore, he had to overcome his own feelings, 
traditions and the social environment that called for immediate action. Even harder 
than that, he had to restrain himself and wait for a ruling from God. Such restraint is 
especially difficult, but Islam re-moulded the Arabs to patiently bear such hardship 
so that there could be no rule other than God’s. Only His rulings apply in all life 
situations. 


How could this happen? Simply, those people felt that God was with them, and 
that He took care of them, without requiring them to put up with things they could 
not bear. They realized that God would never abandon them in a situation that went 
beyond their abilities and would never deal unjustly with them. They felt that they 
lived under God’s care. Hence, they looked for His grace in the same way as children 
look to their parents’ care. 


Hilal ibn Umayyah had come home to find his wife with a man, seeing and 
hearing them both. As he was alone, he could only complain of this to the Prophet 
who, in turn, felt that he must apply the ruling concerning an accusation not 
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supported by four witnesses. Hence, he said to Hilal: “You either bring the proof or 
lay your back for punishment.” Hilal, however, believed that God would not let him 
suffer a punishment when he only stated the truth. He knew that what he said about 
his wife was right. At this moment, God revealed new verses outlining an exception 
in the case of husbands accusing their wives. The Prophet gave the good news to 
Hilal, who confidently said: “I certainly hoped that God would grant me that.” He 
trusted to God’s mercy, justice and care. Furthermore, he trusted that God was 
looking after that community of believers. It was faith that re-moulded the Arabs and 
made them submit fully to God’s rulings, whatever they happened to be. 


A False Accusation Against the Prophet’s Wife 


Having outlined the rules applicable in cases of accusing women of adultery, the 
surah mentions a case of false accusation that reflects the repugnance of this crime. 
This involved the Prophet's own household with its noble and chaste inhabitants. It 
reflected on the honour of the Prophet, the most beloved person by God, and the 
honour of his friend, Abu Bakr, the Prophet's closest Companion. It also involved the 
honour of a man, Safwan ibn al-Mu‘attal, who enjoyed the Prophet’s own testimony 
that he never saw anything but good from him. It was a case that preoccupied the 
entire Muslim community in Madinah for a whole month. 


The Qur’an refers to this whole episode, calling it The Falsehood, in a ten-verse 
passage that runs as follows: 


Those who concocted the falsehood were a band from among you. Do not regard it as 
bad for you; indeed it is good for you. Each one of them shall bear what he has earned 
of sin; and awesome suffering awaits the one who took on himself the lead among 
them. When you heard it, why did not the believers, men and women, think the best of 
themselves, and say: “This is a blatant falsehood.’ Why did they not produce four 
witnesses to prove it? Since they have not produced witnesses, then in the sight of 
God, they are certainly liars. Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, in 
this world and in the life to come, awesome suffering would indeed have afflicted you 
on account of what you indulged in. You took it up with your tongues and uttered 
with your mouths something of which you have no knowledge, thinking it a light 
matter whereas in God's sight it is grave indeed. If only when you heard it you said: 
‘It is not right for us to speak of this! All glory belongs to You. This is a monstrous 
slander’ God admonishes you lest you ever revert to the like of this, if you are truly 
believers. And God makes plain to you His revelations. God is All-Knowing, Wise. 
Those who love that gross indecency should spread among the believers shall be visited 
with grievous suffering both in this world and in the life to come. God knows, but you 
do not know. Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, and that God is 
Compassionate, Merciful...! (Verses 11-20) 
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This false story caused the purest soul in human history much suffering, and 
made the Muslim community go through one of the hardest experiences in its long 
history. It left the hearts of the Prophet, his wife *A’ishah, Aba Bakr and his wife, as 
well as Safwan, for a whole month subject to doubt, worry and endless pain. Here 
are the details of the story as told by the pure and chaste lady at the centre of this 
painful episode. 


Every time the Prophet went abroad he made a toss among his wives to 
decide which of them should accompany him. At the time of the al-Mustalaq 
expedition, the toss favoured me and I travelled with him. At the time, 
women did not eat much, which meant that they were slim and light. When 
my transport was prepared for me, I would sit in my howdah which would 
then be lifted onto the camel’s back. When they had secured it, the camel 
driver would march with it. 


When the Prophet had completed his business on that expedition and was on 
his way back, he encamped one night at a spot not very far from Madinah. He 
stayed there only part of the night before the call to march was again made. 
People started to get ready and in the meantime I went out to relieve myself. I 
was wearing a necklace, and I did not feel it drop off me before I returned. 
Back in the camp I felt for my necklace and, realizing that it was gone, I 
looked for it there, but could not find it. People were just about to move. I 
therefore went quickly back to that particular spot and searched for my 
necklace until I found it. 


In the meantime, the people who prepared my camel finished their task and 
took up the howdah, thinking that 1 was inside, and lifted it onto the camel's 
back and secured it. It did not occur to them that I was not inside. They, 
therefore, led the camel away. When I came back to where we had encamped, 
there was no one to be seen. The army had marched. I, therefore, tied my 
dress round my body and lay down. I realized that when I was missed, 
someone would come back for me. I soon fell asleep. 


Safwan ibn al-Mu‘attal of the tribe of Sulaym was travelling behind the army. 
He was apparently delayed by some business and did not spend that night in 
the camp. When he noticed someone lying down, he came towards me. He 
recognized me since he used to see me before we were ordered to wear veils. 
we shall return.” I woke up when I heard him. I did not answer him when he 
asked me why I had been left behind. However, he made his camel sit down 
and asked me to ride it, which I did. He led the camel seeking to catch up 
with the army. Nobody missed me before they had stopped to rest. When 
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everybody had sat down to relax, Safwan appeared, leading his camel, on 
which I was riding. This prompted those people to invent the story of 
falsehood. The whole army was troubled with it, but I heard nothing. 


It is worth noting here that when ‘Abdullah ibn Ubayy saw *A’ishah approaching, 
he enquired who she was. When he was told that it was “A’ishah, he said: “Your 
Prophet's wife has spent the whole night with a man, and now she turns up with him 


1” 


leading her camel!” This statement gave rise to the falsehood that was spread about 


‘A’ishah. ~A’ishah’s narrative continues: 


Shortly after our arrival in Madinah, I felt very ill. Nobody told me anything 
about what was going on. The Prophet and my parents heard the story, but 
they did not mention anything to me. However, I felt that the Prophet was 
not as kind to me during this illness of mine as he used to be. When he came 
in, he would ask my mother who was nursing me: “How is that woman of 
yours?” He said nothing else. I was distressed and requested his permission 
to be nursed in my parents’ home. He agreed. I went there and heard 
nothing. I was ill for 20-odd nights before I began to get better. 


Unlike other people, we, the Arabs, did not have toilets in our homes. To us, 
they were disgusting. What we used to do was to go out at night, somewhere 
outside Madinah where we would relieve ourselves. Women went only at 
night. One night I went out with Umm Mistah [Aba Bakr’s cousin]. While we 
were walking, she was tripped by her own dress and fell down. As she did 
so, she said: “Confound Mistah” to her own son. 


I said: “Improper indeed is what you have said about a man of the Muhajirin 
who fought at Badr.” She asked me: “Have you not heard the story then?” 
When I asked her what story, she recounted to me what the people of 
falsehood said about me. I swear I could not relieve myself that night. I went 
back and cried bitterly until I felt that crying would break me down. I said to 
my mother: “May God forgive you. People said what they said about me, and 
you mentioned nothing to me.” 


My mother said: “Calm down, child. Any pretty woman married to a man 
who loves her will always be envied, especially if she shares him with other 
wives.” 


I said: “Glory be to God. That people should repeat this sort of thing!” I cried 
bitterly throughout that night till morning, without a moment's sleep. 


The Prophet called *Ali ibn Abi Talib and Usamah ibn Zayd to consult them 
about divorcing me. Usamah, who felt that I was innocent, said: “Messenger 
of God, she is your wife and you have experienced nothing bad from her. 
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This story is a blatant lie.” 


“Ali said: “Messenger of God, God imposed no restriction on you in 
matrimonial matters. There are many women besides her. If you would see fit 
to ask her maid, she would tell you the truth.” The Prophet called in my 
maid, Barirah, and asked her whether she had seen anything suspicious. 
Barirah said: “By Him who sent you with the message of truth, there is 
nothing I take against her other than, being so young, she would doze off and 
let the hens eat the dough I had prepared for baking.” 


The Prophet addressed the Muslims in the mosque when I was still unaware 
of the whole matter. He said: “I have seen nothing evil from my wife. Those 
people are also involving a man from whom I have seen no evil. He never 
entered my wives’ rooms except in my presence. 


Sa`d ibn Mu`ādh, the Aws leader, said: “Messenger of God, if these men 
belong to the Aws, our tribe, we will spare you their trouble. If, on the other 
hand, they belong to our brethren the Khazraj, you have only to give us your 
command.” 


Sa`d ibn `Ubādah, the leader of the Khazraj, who enjoyed a good reputation, 
allowed his tribal feelings to get the better of him this time and said to Sa`d 
ibn Mu`ādh: “By God, you shall not kill them. You are saying this only 
because you know that they are of the Khazraj.” 


Usayd ibn Hudayr, a cousin of Sa`d ibn Muw`ādh, said to Sa`d ibn `Ubādah: 
“You are no more than a hypocrite defending other hypocrites.” People who 
belonged to both tribes were very angry and were about to fight. The Prophet 
was still on the pulpit and he tried hard to cool them down, until finally he 
succeeded. 


I continued to cry for the rest of the day. I could not sleep. Next morning both 
my parents were with me - I had spent two nights and a day crying hard. My 
tears never stopped. Both of them felt that my crying would break my heart. 
While we were in that condition, a woman from the Ansar came to me and 
started to cry with me. 


Shortly afterwards the Prophet came and sat down. He had not sat in my 
room ever since the rumour started. For a whole month he received no 
revelations concerning me. When he sat down, he praised and glorified God 
before going on to say: “A’ishah. People have been talking, as you are now 
well aware. If you are innocent, God will make your innocence known. If, 
however, you have committed a sin, then you should seek God’s forgiveness 
and repent. If a servant of God admits her sin and repents, God will forgive 
her.” 
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When the Prophet finished, my tears dried up completely and I turned to my 
father and said: “Answer the Prophet.” He said: “By God, I do not know 
what to say to God’s Messenger, peace be upon him.” 


I then said to my mother: “Answer the Prophet.” She said: “I do not know 
what to say to God’s Messenger, peace be upon him.” 


I was still a young girl, and I did not read much of the Qur’an. However, I 
said: ‘I know that you all have heard this story repeated again and again until 
you now believe it. If I tell you that I am innocent, and God knows that I am, 
you will not believe me. If, on the other hand, I admit something when God 
knows that I am innocent of it, you will believe me. I know no comparable 
situation to yours except that of Joseph’s father [I tried to remember Jacob’s 
name but I could not] when he said: “Sweet patience! It is to God alone that I 
turn for support in this misfortune that you have described.” (12: 18) I then turned 
round and lay on my bed. I knew that I was innocent and that God would 
make my innocence known. It did not occur to me for a moment, however, 
that God would reveal a passage of the Qur’an concerning me. I felt myself 
too humble for God to include my case in His revelations. All I hoped for was 
that the Prophet should see something in his dream to prove my innocence. 
Before the Prophet left us, however, and before anyone left the house, God's 
revelations started. The Prophet was covered with his own robe, and a pillow 
was placed under his head. When I saw that, I felt no worry or fear. I was 
certain of my innocence, and I knew that God, limitless as He is in His glory, 
would not be unjust to me. As for my parents - well, by Him who holds 
‘A’ishah’s soul in His hand, while they waited for the Prophet to come back 
to himself, they could have died for fear that divine revelations might 
confirm what people said. Then it was all over. The Prophet sat up, with his 
sweat looking like pearls on a wet day. As he wiped his forehead, he said: 
“A'ishah, I have good news for you. God has declared your innocence.” I 
said: “Praise be to God.” 


My mother said to me: ‘Rise and go to God’s Messenger, (peace be upon 
him)” I said: ‘No. I am not rising, and I am not praising anyone other than 
God who has declared my innocence’ God revealed the passage starting 
with, Those who concocted the falsehood were a band from among you,’ in ten 
verses. When God thus declared my innocence, Aba Bakr, who used to 
support Mistah ibn Athathah, considering that he was a poor relation of his, 
said: ‘By God, I will never again give Mistah any assistance, after what he has 
said about *A’ishah.’ But God then revealed the verse that says: ‘Let not those 
of you who have been graced with God’s favour and ample means resolve by oath not 
to help those who are near of kin, the needy and those who have left their homes for 


220 


ALNir (Light) | THE MANDATORY PUNISHMENT FOR ADULTERY 


the sake of God. But let them pardon and forbear. Do you not desire that God should 
forgive you your sins? God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.’ (Verse 22) Aba 
Bakr said: “Yes, indeed. I do hope that God will forgive me my sins.’ He then 
resumed his support of Mistah, saying: ‘I will never stop my assistance to 


1 


him. 


`Ā’ishah further mentions that the Prophet had asked another of his wives, 
Zaynab hint Jaĥsh, about her. She said: ‘Messenger of God! I want to protect 
my hearing and sight. By God, I have seen from her nothing but good.” She 
was the one among the Prophet’s wives who used to vie with me for a 
favourite position with the Prophet. God has thus protected her through her 
keen sense of piety. Her sister, Hamnah, however, continued to speak, as 
though to enhance her position. She was thus involved with those who 
circulated the false story. [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim] 


As the Prophet Faces False Accusations 


This account tells us how the Prophet and his household, Abu Bakr and his family, 
as well as Safwan ibn al-Mu‘attal, and the entire Muslim community lived in such a 
suffocating atmosphere, suffering much mental pain because of the false rumours 
circulating. 


It is hard to imagine this particularly difficult period in the Prophet's life when his 
beloved wife, ~A’ishah, young and sensitive as she was, endured such profound 
anguish. ~A’ishah, pure, kind, innocent and entertaining only clear thoughts and 
with a clear conscience, faced an accusation about her most valued qualities. She, 
Abu Bakr’s daughter who enjoyed the most noble and moral upbringing, was 
accused with regard to her honour; the wife of Muhammad ibn “Abdullah, who 
belonged to the noble clan of Hashim, faced an accusation concerning her honesty; 
the wife enjoying the great love of her husband was charged with being unfaithful; 
the girl brought up according to Islamic values from a very early age was accused of 
being false to her faith. And ~A’ishah was none other than the wife of God's 
Messenger, (peace be upon him)! 


Such accusations were levelled at her when she was innocent, unaware, taking no 
precaution as she expected no harm. Hence, she had nothing to prove her innocence 
except hope for help from God Almighty. Her dearest wish was that the Prophet 
should have a dream revealing her innocence. But revelations slackened for a whole 
month, and this is for a definite purpose known to God alone. Hence, she continued 
to suffer. 


Can we imagine her, much weakened by illness, when she received the shocking 
news from Mistah’s mother? She suffered a recurrence of her fever. In her grief, she 
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said to her mother: ‘Glory be to God. That people should repeat this sort of thing!’ A 
different version of the story quotes her saying to her mother: “Does my father know 
of this?’ Her mother told her that he did, and she went on: “And God’s Messenger?’ 
Again her mother confirmed this. 


Great indeed was her pain when she heard the Prophet in whom she believed 
saying to her: “People have been talking as you are now well aware. If you are 
innocent, God will make your innocence known. If, however, you have committed a 
sin, then you should seek God’s forgiveness and repent. If a servant of God admits 
her sin and repents, God will forgive her.” Hearing these words, she realized that he 
was uncertain of her innocence, and that he could not make a judgement about the 
accusation levelled at her. God had not yet told him the fact of which she herself was 
certain but had no means of proving, i.e. that she was absolutely innocent. She was 
aware that although she enjoyed a favourite position in his great heart, she now 
stood uncertain. 


Consider the position of Abi Bakr, a man endowed with great sensitivity and a 
noble heart, feeling the painful sting of an accusation levelled at his daughter, 
married to his most intimate friend who was none other than the Prophet in whom 
he unhesitatingly believed. Strong and pain-enduring as he was, he let out an 
expression of the writhing thoughts troubling him: “We were never accused of such 
a thing in the days of ignorance! Are we to accept such a charge under Islam?” His 
sick and much tormented daughter said to him: “Answer the Prophet!” Dejected and 
forlorn, he said: “By God, I do not know what to say to God’s Messenger, peace be 
upon him.” 


His wife, Umm Rawman, tried to put a strong face on in front of her daughter 
who was rending her heart apart with crying. She said to her: “Calm down, child. 
Any pretty woman married to a man who loves her will always be envied, especially 
if she shares him with other wives.” But her fortitude collapsed when her daughter 
said to her: “Answer the Prophet.” Like her husband before her, she said: “By God, I 
do not know what to say to God’s Messenger, peace be upon him.” 


And then, Safwan ibn al-Mu‘attal, a good believer who laid down his life to fight 
for God's cause, was accused of being unfaithful to the Prophet. Thus, the accusation 
touched his honour, honesty and faith. A God-fearing Companion of the Prophet 
was falsely accused of being untrue to everything the Prophet’s Companions held 
dear. Yet he was certain of his innocence. When faced with this false accusation, he 
said: “All praise be to God! By God I have never taken a dress off a female’s 
shoulder.” When he heard that Hassan ibn Thabit was one of those who repeated the 
accusation, he hit him on the head with his sword, almost killing him. He knew that 
it was forbidden for him to hit a fellow Muslim, but the pain of this false accusation 
was unbearable. 
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Far worse, it was Muhammad (peace be upon him), God’s Messenger and the man 
at the pinnacle of the Hashimite clan, the noblest in Arabia, who found himself 
subject to an accusation that involved none other than ~A’ishah, the woman who 
occupied a special place in his heart as his most beloved wife. This accusation meant 
that the most private place in his home, which was a source of purity, was not pure. 
The Prophet, who was very keen to guard every sanctity in his community, was 
faced with an accusation that violated the sanctity of his own household. God’s 
Messenger, who was protected against all harm, was shown through this accusation 
to have no protection from God! 


With this accusation levelled at ~A’ishah (may God be pleased with her), the 
Prophet encountered everything that ran against his personal honour and against 
everything that was held dear to an Arab, and to a Prophet. Yet the accusation had 
been made, and was the subject of conversation in Madinah for a whole month, and 
he had no means to put an end to it. For a definite purpose of His own, God let this 
falsehood circulate for a whole month, revealing nothing to set the record straight 
and put the facts as they were. Meanwhile, Muhammad, the man, suffered all that a 
human being experiences in such a hard situation. Shame and heart-felt pain were 
part of what he endured. But he also suffered the absence of the light that always 
illuminated his way, i.e. revelation. Doubt crept into his heart, despite the numerous 
indications that confirmed his wife’s innocence. Yet he lacked clear certainty as the 
rumours continued to circulate in Madinah. His loving heart was tormented by 
doubt which he could not clear because he was, after all, a human being who 
experienced all human feelings. He was a man who could not entertain the thought 
that his bed could be stained. Once the seed of doubt creeps into a man’s heart, it is 
difficult to remove without clear and decisive evidence. 


Alone, he found this whole burden too heavy. Therefore, he sent for Usamah ibn 
Zayd, a young man who held a position close to his heart [as Usamah was the son of 
the man the Prophet had adopted as his own son in pre-Islamic days]. He also sent 
for “Ali ibn Abi Talib, his trusted cousin. He consulted them both about this very 
private matter. “Ali, the Prophet's close relative, was keenly aware of the difficulty of 
the situation and the pain, worry and doubt experienced by the Prophet, his cousin 
who had brought him up. Hence, he told him that God had not restricted him in 
matters of marriage. He also advised that the Prophet should ask the maid, so that he 
could get some reassurance. Usamah, on the other hand, realized how compassionate 
the Prophet felt towards his wife, and how troubling to him was the thought of 
leaving her. He, therefore, stressed what he knew of her certain purity and the fact 
that those who circulated the rumour were indeed liars. 


In his eagerness to establish the truth, and in his continued anxiety, Muhammad, 
the man, derived some support from Usamah’s statement and the maid’s report. He 
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spoke to the people in the mosque, reproaching those who did not respect his 
honour, spoke ill of his wife and accused a man who was known to be virtuous and 
with no blemish on his character. This led to friction between the Aws and the 
Khazraj, culminating in mutual accusations and verbal abuse. All took place in the 
Prophet's presence, which gives us a picture of the atmosphere that prevailed in the 
Muslim community during that very strange period. It was a time when the sanctity 
of the Muslim leadership was breached. The Prophet was further hurt by the absence 
of the light which he always expected to illuminate his way. Therefore, he went to 
`Ä’ishah, telling her of people's talk and asking her for a clear statement that could 
bring him relief. 


At this point when the Prophet’s pain was at its most acute, his Lord turned to 
him with compassion. Revelations were bestowed from on high, making *A’ishah’s 
innocence absolutely clear. Thus, the noble household of the Prophet was free of 
blame. The hypocrites who had circulated this falsehood were exposed. The proper 
way of dealing with such a serious matter was also outlined for the Muslim 
community. 


Referring to this passage of the Qur’an that was revealed to deal with her case, 
‘A’ishah said: “I knew that I was innocent and that God would make my innocence 
known. It did not occur to me for a moment, however, that God would reveal a 
passage of the Qur’an concerning me. I felt myself too humble for God to include my 
case in His revelations. All I hoped for was that the Prophet should see something in 
his dream to prove my innocence.” 


But the question was not merely that of ‘A’ishah and her personal status. It 
touched on the Prophet, his personality and his role in the Muslim community. It 
indeed touched on his relation with his Lord and his message. The falsehood story 
was not aimed at *A’ishah as a person. Rather, it aimed to undermine the entire faith 
of Islam, by casting doubts about the Prophet sent by God to deliver this message. 
For this reason, a whole passage of the Qur’an was revealed to provide a final verdict 
about this invented falsehood. Thus, the Qur’an directed the Muslim camp in the 
raging battle, revealing the divine wisdom behind all developments. 


How the False Story Was Circulated 


“Those who concocted the falsehood were a band from among you.” (Verse 11) It was not 
merely one or a few individuals that circulated the story. On the contrary, they were 
a ‘band’ or a group working for a particular objective. “Abdullah ibn Ubayy was not 
the only one who fabricated the story. Rather, he was the one who took the lead and 
played the larger part in the affair. He simply represented the band of Jews or 
hypocrites who felt unable to fight Islam in open engagement. Therefore, they sought 


224 


ALNir (Light) | THE MANDATORY PUNISHMENT FOR ADULTERY 


to hide behind the pretence that they were Muslims. They felt that this would enable 
them to scheme in secret against Islam. This false story was one of their worst 
schemes which was so successful that some Muslims were deceived and a few of 
them, like Hamnah hint Jahsh, Hassan ibn Thabit and Mistah ibn Athathah repeated 
the story. The real culprits, however, were the band headed by “Abdullah ibn Ubayy, 
a canny schemer who operated behind the scene, saying nothing in public that might 
have incriminated him. He simply whispered into the ears of those whom he trusted 
never to testify against him. The plan was so subtle that the false rumours continued 
to circulate for a whole month in Madinah, the purest society on earth at that time. 


The Qur’anic passage opens with stating this fact so as to make clear the enormity 
of the event and the fact that it was perpetrated by a group of people intent on 
wicked scheming against Islam. The surah, however, quickly reassures the Muslim 
community that the eventual outcome of the event will not harm them: “Do not regard 
it as bad for you; indeed it is good for you.” (Verse 11) 


It was indeed good because it exposed those who schemed against Islam, targeting 
the Prophet and his family. It also showed the Muslim community the importance of 
prohibiting the accusation of adultery, and prescribing a severe punishment for such 
false accusations.’ The event also clearly showed the dangers that threatened the 
Muslim community if people were to casually accuse chaste female believers who 
might behave unwittingly. For once this begins, it never stops. Indeed, it can increase 
at such a scale that it eventually touches the most noble of leadership. The result is 
that the Muslim community loses all values that provide protection against such a 
state of affairs. Moreover, it is good for the Muslim community that God outlines 
how best to deal with such an affair. 


As for the pain suffered by the Prophet, his household and the Muslim 
community in general, it is all part of the test they had to go through in order to learn 
through experience. 


Those who were involved in circulating and repeating the false story will bear 
their fair share of sin, according to what they did or said: “Each one of them shall bear 
what he has earned of sin.” (Verse 11) Each will be taken to account by God for what 
they perpetrated. This is indeed vile because it is a sin that incurs punishment both in 
this world and in the life to come. Furthermore, “awesome suffering awaits the one who 
took on himself the lead among them,” to suite his role in this ghastly business. 


The one ‘who took the lead’ and masterminded the whole affair was “Abdullah 
ibn Ubayy ibn Salil, the chief of the hypocrites who was consistently the worst 
schemer against Islam. He knew how to choose his moment which could have had 
devastating effects, had not God foiled all his schemes. In His grace, God preserved 
His faith, protected His Messenger and looked after the Muslim community. One 
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report suggests that when Safwan ibn al-Mu‘attal, leading ~A’ishah’s howdah, 
passed by him and a group of his people, “Abdullah ibn Ubayy asked: ‘Who was 
that?’ People said: “A’ishah.’ He said: ‘By God! She has not been safe from him, nor 
was he safe from her.’ He further exclaimed: ‘Your Prophet’s wife has passed the 
night with a man until the morning, then he comes leading her!’ 


This was a wicked remark which he repeated in various ways, circulating it 
through his band of hypocrites. They employed such wicked means that Madinah 
was full of this incredible story for a whole month, despite all indications and 
evidence that confirmed its falsehood. Yet many were the Muslims who spoke about 
it in a casual manner when it should have been dismissed right away. 


Two Steps for Proof 


How could all this have happened in that particular community? Even today, we 
are surprised that such a flimsy fabrication could have circulated in that Muslim 
community, producing far-reaching effects and causing much pain to the noblest 
people on earth. 


The whole episode was a battle fought by God’s Messenger (peace be upon him), 
the Muslim community and Islam. It perhaps was the greatest battle fought by the 
Prophet. He emerged from it victorious, having controlled his great anguish, 
maintained his dignity and endured it all patiently. Not a word did he utter to 
indicate weakness or impatience. Yet he was experiencing the worst pain he ever 
endured in his life. He further recognized that the risks to which Islam was exposed 
as a result of this falsehood were among the worst it had to face at any time. 


Yet had the Muslims then searched in their own hearts, they would have found 
the right answer. Had they applied simple natural logic, they would have been 
rightly guided. The Qur’an directs all Muslims to follow this proper approach when 
they face such difficulties. It is the first step in arriving at the right conclusion: “When 
you heard it, why did not the believers, men and women, think the best of themselves, and say: 
This is a blatant falsehood.’” (Verse 12) 


That would have been much better. Muslims should think well of themselves and 
realize that they are highly unlikely to sink so low. Their Prophet’s pure wife and 
their brother who fought for Islam, laying down his life, belonged to them as a 
community. Hence, to think well of them was the better course of action. What is 
unbecoming of all Muslims is unbecoming of the Prophet’s wife and of his 
Companion who was known as a good person. This is indeed what was done by Abt 
Ayyub, Khalid ibn Zayd al-Ansari and his wife. According to Ibn Ishag, Aba Ayyab 
was asked by his wife: “Have you heard what people are saying about *A’ishah?” He 
replied: “Yes, I have, and it is all lies. Would you have done that, Umm Ayytb?” She 
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said: “No, by God! I would not.” He said: “And by God, “A’ishah is better than you.” 
A different report is given by al-Zamakhshari in his commentary on the Qur’an, 
suggesting that it was Abu Ayytb who asked his wife: “Have you heard what is 
being said?” In reply, she asked him: “Had you been in Safwan’s place, would you 
have thought ill of the Prophet's wife?” He said: “Certainly not.” She said: “And if I 
were in “A’ishah’s place, I would never be unfaithful to the Prophet. Yet ~A’ishah is 
better than me, and Safwan is better than you.” 


Both reports suggest that some Muslims at least searched their own hearts and 
ruled out the possibility that the false story suggested. They dismissed any notion 
that A’ishah or the Prophet’s Companion could have committed such a grave sin 
and been unfaithful to the Prophet, and recognized how utterly flimsy the basis of 
the whole accusation was. This is the first step in the approach the Qur’an outlines 
for dealing with such matters; it seeks evidence from within people’s consciences. 
The second step is to produce material evidence: “Why did they not produce four 
witnesses to prove it? Since they have not produced witnesses, then in the sight of God, they 
were certainly liars.” (Verse 13) 


This blatant fabrication targeted the highest position in the Muslim community 
and the purest people. Hence, it should not have been allowed to circulate casually 
without supporting evidence. Hence the requirement: “Why did they not produce four 
witnesses to prove it?” (Verse 13) They certainly did not produce any witnesses. 
Hence, they were, in God’s judgement, liars. God never alters His verdict or modifies 
His decision. Thus, this description of those people as liars remains always true of 
them, and they cannot escape it in any situation. 


Thus we have two steps in the Islamic approach: searching in our own hearts and 
basing our decision on firm and clear evidence. But the Muslim community at the 
time overlooked both steps, allowing the liars to speak ill of the Prophet and his 
honour. This was serious indeed and it could have landed the Muslim community in 
serious trouble, had it not been for God’s grace. Hence, God warns the Muslims 
never to fall into such a trap again: “Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, 
in this world and in the life to come, awesome suffering would indeed have afflicted you on 
account of what you indulged in.” (Verse 14) 


When Falsehood Circulates 


God wanted this to be a very hard lesson for the fledgling Muslim community, but 
in His compassion He did not inflict any punishment on them. The offence itself 
merited stiff punishment because of the pain it caused the Prophet, his wife, close 
friend and his other Companion of whom he knew nothing but good. It also merited 
a punishment equal to the evil that circulated within the Muslim community, 
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violating all its sacred values, and equal to the hypocrites’ wickedness whose scheme 
aimed to undermine Islam by raising doubts about God, the Prophet and the Muslim 
community itself. This continued for a whole month which was a time of doubt, 
worry and confusion. But God’s grace was forthcoming, and He bestowed His mercy 
on those who were in error after having learnt their bitter lesson. 


The surah gives us a picture of the period, when standards and values were placed 
on the wrong footing, and the community lost sight of its principles: “You took it up 
with your tongues and uttered with your mouths something of which you have no knowledge, 
thinking it a light matter whereas in God’s sight it is grave indeed.” (Verse 15) The picture 
painted here is one of recklessness and irresponsibility, showing little care for even 
the most serious of matters. 


“You took it up with your tongues.” (Verse 15) One tongue picks it up from another 
paying little heed to what is being said. There was an utter lack of proper 
examination of the report, as though people repeated it without ever thinking of its 
significance. You “uttered with your mouths something of which you have no knowledge.” 
(Verse 15) It is just like that: a mouth utterance without thought or consideration. 
Mere idle talk uttered and circulated even before it is understood. They thought it a 
light matter, although it was an accusation against God’s Messenger’s personal 
honour, causing him, his wife and household great pain. It was an accusation against 
Abt Bakr’s family which suffered no similar trouble even in pre-Islamic days when 
moral values were of little importance. This false story also accused another 
Companion of the Prophet who laid his life down for the defence of Islam. It further 
had negative implications concerning the care God took of His Messenger. Yet, still 
they circulated the false rumour “thinking it a light matter whereas in God’s sight it is 
grave indeed.” (Verse 15) Nothing could be described as grave in God’s sight unless it 
is so serious that it shakes firm mountains and disturbs the heavens and earth. 


A matter of such seriousness should have made people shudder just on hearing it. 
They should have been reluctant even to refer to it, and certainly been unwilling to 
accept it as a subject of conversation. They should have looked to God to protect His 
Messenger. Such falsehood should have been cast aside immediately: “If only when 
you heard it you said: ‘It is not right for us to speak of this. All glory belongs to You! This is a 
monstrous slander.’” (Verse 16) 


When the matter has thus been clarified, and those early Muslims were taken 
aback by the enormity of the affair and their role in it, they were given a very stern 
warning for the future: “God admonishes you lest you ever revert to the like of this, if you 
are truly believers.” (Verse 17) 


The warning comes in the form of an admonition so as to be educative, choosing 
the time when the Muslim community is at its most receptive. But the admonition 
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carries at the same time an implicit warning, and attaches their being believers to the 
heeding of this warning. Believers cannot retain their faith if they revert to the same 
type of action after they have been shown its enormity and after they have been 
given such a warning. 


“And God makes plain to you His revelations.” (Verse 18) He has certainly shown the 
story to be plainly false, exposing the scheming behind it. He has also made plain the 
errors involved in this matter. “God is All-Knowing, Wise.” He knows motives, 
intentions, objectives, thoughts and feelings. His method of bringing out the best in 
people and providing proper restrictions and controls to set the community’s life 
right testifies to His wisdom. 


Further Warnings, More Grace 


The surah further elaborates its comments on this falsehood and its effects, 
repeating its warning against anything that may be of a similar nature. It reminds the 
Muslims of God’s grace and mercy, warning those who falsely accuse chaste women 
of committing indecency that they expose themselves to God’s punishment in the life 
to come. It also purges people’s hearts of the remaining effects of this confrontation, 
frees them of earthly restrictions and restores their purity. This is clearly reflected in 
Abū Bakr’s attitude to Mistah ibn Athathah, his relative who was involved in 
repeating the story. 


“Those who love that gross indecency should spread among the believers shall be visited 
with grievous suffering both in this world and in the life to come. God knows, but you do not 
know.” (Verse 19) The ones who accused chaste women of adultery, particularly those 
who made their accusations against the Prophet’s own family, really aimed to 
undermine the values of goodness, chastity and fidelity, so as to make it easier for 
people to commit adultery by implying that it was common practice. When people 
begin to think of it in this light, it will be practised more frequently. 


This is the reason for describing the false accusers of chaste women as people who 
love to spread indecency among the believers. Hence they are warned against a very 
severe suffering both in this life and in the life to come. 


It is an aspect of the Qur’anic method of educating the Muslim community and a 
measure of prevention based on perfect knowledge of how people react and 
formulate their attitudes, feelings and lines of action. Hence, the comment at the end 
of the verse asserts: “God knows, but you do not know.” Who knows the human heart 
better than the One who created it? Who can provide humanity with a better code of 
living than the One who originated it? Who sees what is concealed as well as what is 
left in the open, and whose knowledge encompasses all things and situations? 
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Once again the surah reminds the believers of the grace God bestows on them: 
“Were it not for God’s favour upon you and His grace, and that God is Compassionate, 
Merciful. ..!” (Verse 20) 


The mistake committed was grave indeed, and its evil was about to engulf the 
whole Muslim community, but God’s grace, mercy and care prevented this evil. 
Hence, God reminds them of this, time after time, as He aims this to be an edifying 
lesson. When they realized the extent of the matter that could have engulfed them all, 
had it not been for God’s grace and mercy, they were told that what they did was 
indeed following in Satan’s footsteps. They must not fall into this trap, since Satan is 
their avowed enemy, ever since the beginning of human life. Again they are warned 
against what this may entail in their life: “Believers! Do not follow Satan’s footsteps, for 
he who follows Satan's footsteps will only enjoin what is shameful and wrong. Were it not for 
God’s favour upon you and His grace, none of you would have ever been pure. It is God who 
causes whomever He wills to grow in purity. God is All-Hearing, All-Knowing.” (Verse 21) 


Nothing but a terrible fate awaits the believers if they take just one step with 
Satan. They should steer away from him altogether and follow a different way. The 
very thought of following Satan is repugnant to believers. Hence, drawing it in this 
way and holding it in front of them should make them always alert. “He who follows 
Satan’s footsteps will only enjoin what is shameful and wrong.” (Verse 21) This false story 
is a stark and gruesome example of how Satan leads believers to something evil. 


Man is weak, susceptible to desires and whims which may leave him stained, 
unless he benefits by God’s grace when he turns to Him and follows His guidance: 
“Were it not for God's favour upon you and His grace, none of you would have ever been 
pure. It is God who causes whomever He wills to grow in purity.” (Verse 21) When God's 
light shines in a believer's heart, it purifies it. It is only through God’s favours and 
grace that people grow in purity. Since God knows all and hears all, He certainly 
knows the ones who deserve to be purified and who are genuinely good. It is these 
that He helps to grow in purity. 


Attaining the Sublime 


Within the context of purity, the surah calls on believers to forgive one another as 
they love to be forgiven their sins: “Let not those of you who have been graced with God's 
favour and ample means resolve by oath not to help those who are near of kin, the needy and 
those who have left their homes for the sake of God. But let them pardon and forbear. Do you 
not desire that God should forgive you your sins? God is indeed Much- Forgiving, Merciful.” 
(Verse 22) 


This verse was revealed in connection with Abt Bakr after the Qur’an had cleared 
his daughter, ~A’ishah the pure, of any misconduct. He realized that Mistah ibn 
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Athathah, his relative whom he supported because of his poverty, was among those 
involved in circulating the false rumour. Therefore, he vowed that he would never 
do Mistah a good turn in the future. This verse, however, reminds Abu Bakr and the 
believers that they also commit mistakes and hope for God's forgiveness. Hence, they 
should forgive one another their mistakes. They must not deprive those who need 
the support of their generosity, even though the latter might have committed a grave 
error. 


Now we see how one of the souls touched by God’s light grows in purity attaining 
a truly sublime standard. Aba Bakr, who was so deeply hurt by the false rumours 
targeting his daughter and attempting to disgrace his family, responded to the 
Qur’anic call on the believers to forgive those who hurt them. He reflected on the 
inspiring question, “Do you not desire that God should forgive you your sins?” (Verse 22) 
And he rose above the pain and injury, and also above the logic that prevailed in his 
environment. He felt there could only be one answer to that question, and with 
certainty and contentment he said: “Yes, indeed. I love that God should forgive me.” 
He reinstated the allowance he had been giving Mistah, and vowed anew that he 
would never stop it in future. His vow replaced his earlier one that he would not 
give him anything. With such a sublime standard of generosity, Abu Bakr’s heart 
was cleansed of any hard feeling and retained its purity. 


The forgiveness of which God reminds the believers is granted only to those who 
repent of their errors, accusing chaste women of adultery and spreading corruption 
in the Muslim community. On the other hand, those who, like Ibn Ubayy, 
deliberately, and out of malice, make such accusations, will have no pardon or 
forgiveness. Even though they may escape punishment in this world, because no 
witnesses will testify against them, they will inevitably endure the punishment in the 
hereafter when no witnesses will be required. 


Those who accuse chaste women who may have been unthinkingly careless but 
remained true believers, shall be rejected by God in this world as well as in the life to 
come. They shall endure awesome suffering; on the day when their own tongues, 
hands and feet will testify to what they did. On that day God will pay them in full 
their just due, and they will come to know that God alone is the Ultimate Truth, 
absolutely manifest. (Verses 23-25) 


The surah paints their crime in stark colours so as to expose its odious nature. It is 
an accusation against chaste women believers who go about their lives, totally 
oblivious to any possibility of accusation. They behave naturally, not thinking that 
they will be accused of something, simply because they have done nothing wrong. 
To accuse them of immorality is thus seen to be very serious, betraying the 
contemptible and mean nature of their accusers. Hence, they are cursed now by God, 
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and expelled from among those who receive His grace in this present life and in the 
life to come. The surah then shows us a fascinating scene: “On the day when their own 
tongues, hands and feet will testify to what they did.” (Verse 24) Thus we see them 
accusing one another, just as they used to accuse chaste believing women. The 
contrast is very clear, as is always the case in the Qur’an. 


“On that day God will pay them in full their just due.” (Verse 25) Their deeds will be 
accurately reckoned and they will be given all that they really deserve. At that time 
they will he certain of what they used to be in doubt about. “They will come to know 
that God alone is the Ultimate Truth, absolutely manifest.” (Verse 25) 


The surah concludes its comments on this whole story of falsehood by highlighting 
God’s justice in the way He has given man his nature so as to manifest itself in 
practice. This is why the corrupt will unite with their like and the good will associate 
with others of their type. This is how relations are consolidated between husband 
and wife. Hence, it is absolutely impossible that ‘A’ishah could be like what her 
accusers said of her, because she was destined to be the wife of the best person that 
ever lived. 


“Corrupt women are for corrupt men, and corrupt men for corrupt women, just as good 
women are for good men, and good men for good women. These are innocent of all that people 
may impute to them. Forgiveness and excellent sustenance are in store for them.” (Verse 26) 
The Prophet dearly loved *A’ishah. It was inconceivable that God should let His 
Prophet love her so much unless she was innocent of all guilt, pure and deserving of 
such a great love. 


Good men and women are, by their very nature, “innocent of all that people may 
impute to them.” (Verse 26) False accusations cannot stick to them. “Forgiveness and 
excellent sustenance are in store for them.” (Verse 26) They will be forgiven any mistake 
they may commit, and they have their reward with God, clearly indicating their high 
position with Him. 


Thus the surah concludes its comments on this serious trial for the Muslim 
community because it aimed at undermining their trust that the Prophet’s household 
was absolutely pure and that God would not allow anyone but the most pure to be a 
member of that household. God wanted this episode to be an edifying lesson for the 
Muslim community, elevating it to an even more sublime standard. 
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Measures to Preserve 


Decency 


Believers, do not enter houses other than your own 
unless you have obtained permission and greeted 
ther inmates. This is best for you, so that you 
may take heed. (27) 


Tf you find no one in the house, do not enter it 
until you are given leave; and if you are told to go 
back, then go back, as it is most proper for you. 
God has full knowledge of all that you do. (28) 


You will incur no sin if you enter uninhabited 
houses in whith you have something of use. God 
knows all that you do openi, and all that you 
would conceal. (29) 


to Tell believing men to lower their gaze and to be 
mindjul of their chastity. This is most conducive to 
thar purity. God is certainly aware of all that 
they do. (30) 


And tell believing women to lower their gaze and 
to be mindful of their chastity, and not to display 
ther charms except what may ordinarily appear 
thereof. 
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Let them draw their head-coverings over ther 
bosoms and not display ther charms to any but 
thar husbands, or their fathers, or their husbands’ 
fathers, or their sons, or their husbands’ sons, or 
ther brothers, or their brothers’ sons, or ther 
sisters’ sons, or their womenfolk, or those whom 
they rightfully possess, or such male attendants as 
are free of physical desire, or children that are as 
yet unaware of women’s nakedness. Let them not 
swing their los in walking so as to draw attention 
to their hidden charms. Behevers, turn to God in 
repentance, so that you may achieve success. (31) 


Marry the single from among you as wel as such 
of your male and female slaves as are virtuous. If 
they are poor, God will grant them sufficiency out 
of His bounty. God is Munifwent, Al- 
Knowing. 2) 


As for those who are unable to marry, let them 
ive in continence until God grants them sufficiency 
out of His bounty. And if any of your shaves 
desire to obtain a deed of freedom, write it out for 
them if you are aware of any good in them; and 
give them something of the wealth God has given 
you. Do not force your maids to prostitution when 
they desire to preserve their chastity, in order to 
make some worldly gain. If anyone should force 
them, then after they have been compelled, God 
will be much forgiving, merciful [to them). (33) 
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before you, and admonition for the God-fearing. dee a 
(34) see ONE 
Overview 


We mentioned previously that in the clean and healthy society it establishes, Islam 
does not rely on punishment; rather its main line of defence is prevention. It does not 
suppress natural desires. It regulates them within a clean atmosphere that is free of 
deliberate stimulation. The main element in the Islamic method of educating its 
followers is 


I to reduce the chances of error, eliminate temptation, and remove all impediments 
that prevent the satisfaction of natural desires in a perfectly natural and clean way. 


It is in this light that we should look at the way Islam accords a certain sanctity for 
homes. When they are at home, people should not be surprised by strangers coming 
in without first asking leave to enter. Otherwise, people’s privacy would be invaded 
when they least expect it. In addition, Islam requires both men and women to lower 
their gaze and not expose what may arouse sexual desire. 


From the same perspective, Islam facilitates marriage for poor men and women, 
because marriage is the best guarantee against adultery. It prohibits sending slaves 
into prostitution, because prostitution encourages people to indulge in prohibited 
sex. Let us now consider these points in more detail. 


Before Entering a House 


Believers, do not enter houses other than your own unless you have obtained 
permission and greeted their inmates. This is best for you, so that you may take heed. 
Tf you find no one in the house, do not enter it until you are given leave; and if you are 
told to go back, then go back, as it is most proper for you. God has full knowledge of all 
that you do. You will incur no sin if you enter uninhabited houses in which you have 
something of use. God knows all that you do openly, and all that you would conceal. 
(Verses 27-29) 


God has made homes places of comfort where people may relax and enjoy privacy 
and reassurance. At home, they do not feel the need to be cautious or on the alert. 
Thus, they may relax and take things easy. But homes cannot be so unless their 
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privacy is strictly respected. No one may enter a home without its occupier’s 
knowledge and permission, at the time they choose, and in the manner they prefer. 


Should we be able to go into other people’s homes without first seeking 
permission, we may see them in situations they want to keep private, or we may see 
what arouses desire and opens the way to error. This could come about through a 
chance meeting, or a casual glance. When these are repeated, they become deliberate, 
motivated by the desires aroused by the casual glance in the first place. It may even 
develop into a sinful relation or cause a suppressed desire leading to a psychological 
problem. 


In pre-Islamic days in Arabia, visitors used to enter a home and then announce 
themselves. It could be that inside a man may be with his wife in a position they did 
not want anyone to see; or that the man or woman were undressed. All this used to 
hurt people, and deprived them of a sense of security at home. Furthermore, when 
visitors saw charm and beauty, temptation might be strong or even irresistible. 


For all such reasons, God laid down the requirement to observe fine manners, 
making it necessary for a Muslim to announce himself and greet the people inside 
before entering. This establishes a friendly atmosphere right from the first moment. 


“Believers, do not enter houses other than your own unless you have obtained permission 
and greeted their inmates.” (Verse 27) Seeking permission is expressed in the Arabic 
original in an unusual way, tasta’nisu, which implies friendliness. Thus we may say 
that we should not enter other people’s houses until we have obtained friendly and 
cordial permission. This implies that the visitor should be gentle in his approach so 
as to be welcomed by the people inside. Such refinement is characteristic of Islamic 
manners. 


When permission is sought, it follows that the house is either empty or people are 
inside. If there is no one in, then the caller cannot enter, because entry follows 
permission. “If you find no one in the house, do not enter it until you are given leave.” 
(Verse 28) But if there is someone in, seeking permission is not enough for entry. It is 
merely a request, and if the request is not granted, entry is prohibited. It is better to 
leave without delay: “If you are told to go back, then go back, as it is most proper for you.” 
(Verse 28) The person who is told to go back should do so without feeling upset or 
offended. People have their secrets and they may have good reason for not receiving 
a visitor at a particular time. It is up to them to determine their own situation. 


“God has full knowledge of all that you do.” (Verse 28) He knows people’s secrets and 


motives. 


Visiting People When They Are Not Ready 
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Places that are more or less public, like hotels, guest houses and reception halls 
which are separate from the main house are treated differently. We may enter such 
places without first seeking permission, because the very reason for seeking 
permission before entry does not apply to them. Requiring permission first may be 
inconvenient in such places. 


“You will incur no sin if you enter uninhabited houses in which you have something of 
use. God knows all that you do openly, and all that you would conceal.” (Verse 29) The 
point here is that of God’s knowledge of all our situations and what we do in public 
or private. The feeling that God watches us in all situations should make people 
more obedient and willing to observe the refined manners which He has outlined in 
His book that lays down a code of living for all humanity. 


As a complete code for human life, the Qur’an emphasizes this point of detail in 
social life because it aims to regulate life in all its aspects, bringing its details in line 
with its fundamental issues. Thus, seeking permission before entering other people’s 
homes respects the sanctity which makes the home a place of relaxation. It spares its 
people the embarrassment of being taken by surprise, or being seen in a situation 
that they prefer not to be seen in. We are not talking here only about the parts of the 
human body which should be covered. At home people may be in a situation which 
they simply do not like others to see. It could relate to their personal appearance, the 
way they dress or lay their furniture, or anything else. It could also relate to feelings 
and emotions. Who of us would like to be seen in a situation of weakness, crying or 
angry or in pain or distress? 


The Qur’anic code of manners attends to all these details through the requirement 
of seeking permission before entering someone else’s home. It also seeks to reduce 
chances of casual meetings or sightings that could arouse desire and develop into 
unacceptable relations that Satan may stealthily encourage. The first Muslim 
community to be addressed by the Qur’an clearly understood such directives and 
their purpose. The Prophet himself was the first to implement them. 


The Prophet visited Sad ibn “Ubadah, the chief of the Ansar, at home and sought 
permission, saying: “Assalamu ‘alaykum wa rahmatullah”, meaning, peace and God's 
mercy be bestowed on you. Sa`d replied in a low voice. His son, Qays, asked him: 
“Are you not letting God’s Messenger in?” Sa`d said: “Let him wish us peace more.” 
Again the Prophet repeated his greeting and Sa`d replied in a low voice twice more. 
Therefore, the Prophet departed, but Sa`ùd ran after him and explained what 
happened, saying: “Messenger of God, I certainly heard your greetings and replied 
quietly hoping that you would wish us peace more and more.” The Prophet went in 
with him. Sa`d ordered water to be brought for the Prophet to wash. Then he gave 
him a small blanket dyed with saffron to cover himself. The Prophet then raised his 
hands, praying: “My Lord, shower Your blessings and grace on Sa`d ibn `Ubādah’s 
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family.” [Related by Aba Dawtd and al-Nasa’j] 


The Prophet taught his Companions how to approach someone else’s home, 
saying: “If you come towards a home, do not face the door straight, but stand to the 
right or to the left, and say: Assalamu alaykum! Assalamu ‘alaykum!” At that time, there 
were no screens on doors. [Related by Abu Dawtd] 


Sa`d ibn Abi Waqqas came to the Prophet and stood facing the door, seeking 
permission. The Prophet said to him: “Move this way or that way, because 
permission is sought before a person looks in.” [Related by Abt. Dawid] 


An authentic hadith quotes the Prophet as saying: “If a person overlooks you 
without having obtained permission, and you hit him with a small stone, and cause 
him a severe injury in his eye, you have nothing to answer for.” [Related by al- 
Bukhari and Muslim] 


Rib‘i, a Companion of the Prophet, reports: “A man from the “Amir clan sought 
permission to enter the Prophet’s home, saying: “Can I enter?’ The Prophet said to his 
servant: ‘Go to this man and teach him how to seek permission. Tell him to say: 
“Assalamu ‘alaykum. May I come in?’ The man overheard the Prophet and said exactly 
that. The Prophet gave him permission and he entered.” [Related by Abt Dawtd] 


“Abdullah ibn “Umar was walking, troubled by the heat, and he urgently needed 
to relieve himself. He approached a Qurayshi woman’s place, and said: “Assalamu 
‘alaykum. May I come in?” She said: “Enter with peace.” He repeated what he said, 
and she repeated her reply. He was unable to stand still. He told her to say: “Come 
in”, if she wanted to give him permission and she did so. He then entered. 


Ata’ ibn Rabah, a scholar who studied under *Abdullah ibn ‘Abbas, the Prophet's 
cousin whose scholarly knowledge was recognized as highly authoritative, reported: 
“T asked Ibn “Abbas: “Should I seek permission before entering when only my orphan 
sisters are at home considering that I look after them and they live with me in the 
same home?’ He said: ‘Yes.’ I asked him again so that he might give me a concession, 
but he refused. Instead, he asked me: “Do you like to see your sister undressed?’ I 
answered in the negative. He said: “Then seek permission before entry.’ I repeated 
the question once more, but he asked me: “Do you love to obey God?’ I said: ‘Yes.’ He 


$- 


said: “Then seek permission.” 


An authentic hadith makes it clear that the Prophet prohibited a man from entering 
his own home unannounced so surprising his wife. In another version the 
prohibition is attached to such a surprise being made at night, implying that his 
family might be doing something unacceptable. 


Another hadith mentions that the Prophet arrived with his Companions at 
Madinah during the day. So, he encamped at the outskirts, explaining his purpose: 
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“Wait until the end of the day, so that a woman has a chance to attend to her 
uncombed hair, or remove unwanted hair on her body.” 


Good Manners and High Morals 


Such refined manners were characteristic of the Prophet and his Companions after 
God had taught them the Islamic way. Today, however, we find that such fine 
considerations are largely meaningless despite our being Muslims. A man may just 
turn up at his brother’s door at any time of the day or night, knocking hard and 
caring little for disturbing the people inside, until the door is opened. The people 
may have a telephone which provides an excellent way of seeking permission to visit 
before starting out.” He could thus easily find out a time suitable to his hosts. 
Nevertheless, people simply do not take such steps. A man may arrive at someone’s 
home without a prior appointment or permission. What is worse, our social tradition 
makes it imperative that a visitor who has come unannounced be received, even 
though his visit might be extremely inconvenient. 


We are certainly Muslims, but we surprise our friends at any moment, even at 
meal times. If we are not invited to a meal, we may feel aggrieved. We may even 
surprise them late at night, and if they do not invite us to stay the night, we are 
offended. We allow our hosts no excuses either way. 


All this takes place simply because we neglect Islamic manners. We do not bring 
our own preferences in line with what has been taught by God’s Messenger. We 
insist on following a mistaken social tradition that has no divine authority. 


We look at other, non-Muslim communities and find that their social traditions are 
closer to the values and manners Islam wants us to adopt. Sometimes we admire 
these, but at other times we may even ridicule them, without even trying to look into 
what Islam wants us to do. 


Proper Control of a Natural Desire 


Having dealt with the proper manners of entering homes after taking permission, 
the surah moves on to prevent desire from running loose. It simply prevents looking 
at what is bound to excite desire, and it prohibits action that encourages sin. 


Tell believing men to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity. This is most 
conducive to their purity. God is certainly aware of all that they do. And tell believing 
women to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity, and not to display their 


17 At the time this was written telephones were largely uncommon in people’s houses in Egypt. — 
Editor’s note. 
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charms except what may ordinarily appear thereof. Let them draw their head- 
coverings over their bosoms and not display their charms to any but their husbands, or 
their fathers, or their husbands’ fathers, or their sons, or their husbands’ sons, or their 
brothers, or their brothers’ sons, or their sisters’ sons, or their womenfolk, or those 
whom they rightfully possess, or such male attendants as are free of physical desire, or 
children that are as yet unaware of women’s nakedness. Let them not swing their legs 
in walking so as to draw attention to their hidden charms. Believers, turn to God in 
repentance, so that you may achieve success. (Verses 30-31) 


Islam wants to establish a clean society where desire is not aroused at every 
moment, and erotic scenes are not displayed everywhere. Continual excitement of 
the sexual urge leads to an insatiable desire that may become unstoppable. A stealthy 
look, a seductive move, flagrant make-up and thinly-dressed bodies are meant only 
to add to such insatiable and uncontrolled excitement. Thus, prudence and self 
control are heavily taxed. Hence, there remains one of two alternatives: either total 
permissiveness that disregards all checks and values, or psychological problems and 
disorders that result from having to suppress a desire that has been strongly aroused. 
This borders on unmitigated torture. 


One way Islam uses for achieving its goal of establishing a clean human society is 
to prevent such uncontrollable excitement of the sexual urge. It wants the natural 
sexual urge, of both men and women, to remain healthy, maintaining its natural 
strength and to satisfy it in the proper, clean manner. 


At some point in time, the idea was promoted that easy mixing between the two 
sexes, playful conversation and revealing physical attractions help to provide a 
relaxed social atmosphere, with no rigid inhibitions. It was said that this is necessary 
as a preventive measure against arbitrary suppression of natural desires and 
psychological complexes and disorders. It reduces the pressure of the sexual urge 
and prevents an uncontrollable explosion, etc. 


Such ideas were promoted as a result of the advancement of theories that aimed to 
deprive man of his distinctive characteristics that separate the human race from 
animals, and which put man at the same level as animals. The most important of 
these theories was Freud’s. But all this was no more than theoretical assumptions. I 
have seen with my own eyes, in a permissive society that abandoned all social, moral 
and religious restrictions, solid evidence to undermine its very foundation.!§ I have 
seen in a country that does not place a single restriction on exposing the human body 
or on sexual relations, in all forms and types, that such freedom in no way refines or 
controls the sexual urge. On the contrary, it led to an insatiable quest for sexual 
pleasure. I also saw much of the psychological problems and disorders which were 





18 The author is referring here to his stay in the USA in 1949-1951. — Editor’s note. 
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claimed to be triggered only by deprivation and isolation from the other sex. They 
were on the increase, as were all types of sexual perversion. And all this was a direct 
result of free, unrestrained mixing between the two sexes, total permissiveness, 
exposure of much of the human body in the street, seductive gestures, suggestive 
glances, etc. This is not the place for recording such scenes in detail, but I only have 
to say that all this indicates the need to revise those theories, which are contradicted 
by what prevails in society. 


Attraction to the other sex is both natural and profound, because God has made it 
the means by which human life continues and by which man can fulfil his task on 
earth. It is a permanent attraction that subsides for a while and then regains strength. 
To stir it at all times will undoubtedly keep it on the boil. Thus, it requires physical 
satisfaction. If this does not take place, tension will rise and man finds himself in a 
sort of permanent torture. Excitement takes place through a look, a move, a smile, a 
joke and even the tone in one’s speech. The best safeguard is to reduce such 
excitement so that the mutual attraction between man and woman remains within its 
natural limits, and finds its satisfaction in the proper and natural way. This is the line 
Islam prefers. 


The two verses we are now discussing give us some examples of how Islam helps 
to reduce the chances of excitement and sin: “Tell believing men to lower their gaze and 
to be mindful of their chastity. This is most conducive to their purity. God is certainly aware 
of all that they do.” (Verse 30) 


Lowering their gaze is an act of refining men’s manners. It represents an attempt 
to rise above the desire to look at women’s physical charms. As such, it is a practical 
step to ensure that the first window of temptation is shut. Minding their chastity is 
the natural result of lowering their gaze. It is indeed the second step that comes after 
strengthening one’s will and rising above the natural urge right at the beginning. 
Hence, the two are stated in the same verse as a cause and effect, or as two 
consecutive steps both in personal conscience and in reality. 


“This is most conducive to their purity.” (Verse 30) It ensures that their feelings 
remain pure, unaffected by licentious desire and promiscuous action. Thus, feelings 
retain their noble human standards, and do not sink to animal levels. This protects 
honour, integrity and sanctities within the community. Besides, it is God who lays 
down such preventive measures, fully aware as He certainly is of people’s 
psychology, natural instincts thoughts and motives: “God is certainly aware of all that 
they do.” 


“And tell believing women to lower their gaze and to be mindful of their chastity.” (Verse 
31) They must not cast hungry or seductive looks at men to arouse their desire. Nor 
are they permitted any sexual behaviour other than what is lawful and clean. Thus, 
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children that are born as a result will have nothing to be ashamed of when they have 
to face society and play their roles in it. 


“And not to display their charms except what may ordinarily appear thereof” (Verse 31) 
The Arabic term zinah, translated here as ‘charms’, has wider connotations than 
natural beauty. It includes adornments women add to look more attractive. Such 
adornments are lawful for women to use, because they satisfy a natural female 
tendency that makes women always want to look beautiful and attractive. Such 
adornments differ from one time to another, but whatever form they take, they are 
meant to satisfy the same natural motive of appearing more beautiful and displaying 
charms before men. 


Since this is a natural tendency, Islam does not suppress it; it brings it under 
control so that a woman displays her charms before one man, who is her spouse who 
sees her as no one else does. In addition, her close relatives who may not be married 
to her may see some of her charms as well, because their desires are not excited as a 
result, considering their close relation. However, the charms or adornments that 
appear on a womans face and hands are permissible to see. The Prophet said to 
Asma’ bint Abi Bakr, his sister-in-law: “Asma’! When a woman attains puberty, 
nothing should be seen of her except this [and he pointed to face and hands].” 
[Related by Abt Dawtd]!? 


Prompt Compliance with Divine Orders 


A further instruction is given to women with regard to their public appearance: 
“Let them draw their head-coverings over their bosoms.” (Verse 31) We have a translation 
problem here because the Qur’anic verse uses the term jayb, which does not mean 
‘bosom’. Jayb instead means the top opening of a dress which is bound to reveal a 
part of a woman’s bosom. Hence, women are ordered to bring their head coverings 
down so as to cover this opening, thus covering their heads, necks and chests. In this 
way, they cover their charms so as not to be displayed before hungry eyes, not even 
in a sudden encounter between man and woman. A God-fearing man will always try 
not to make such a look last long, or repeat it. Yet, it may have a lasting effect if 
charms and adornments are seen suddenly. Hence, the instruction to keep them 
covered. What is important to realize here is that God wants to spare people this type 
of test. 


Despite their natural desire to want to appear beautiful, the Muslim women who 
received this instruction did not slacken to put it into effect because their hearts were 
resplendent with God’s light. In pre- Islamic ignorant days, women used to go out in 





19 This hadith is classified as mursal, which means that it is poor in authenticity. 
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public revealing their bosoms, just like women do today in non-Islamic societies. Yet 
when the order was revealed requiring women to cover themselves and reveal only 
what appears naturally of their charms, their response was as ~A’ishah describes: 
“May God bestow His grace on the early Muslim women: when God revealed His 
order, ‘Let them draw their head- coverings over their bosoms,’ they tore their 
dresses and used them to cover their heads.” [Related by al-Bukhari] 


Safiyyah bint Shaybah reports: “We were at ~A’ishah’s place when some women 
spoke about Qurayshi women and their virtues. ~A’ishah said: There is no doubt that 
Qurayshi women have their virtues, but I have seen none like the Ansar women in 
their ardent belief in God’s book and undoubted faith in divine revelations. When 
the verse was revealed in Surah al-Nur stating, ‘Let them draw their head-coverings 
over their bosoms,’ their men went home and read to them what God had revealed. 
A man would read this to his wife, daughter, sister and other relatives. Every single 
woman of them took out her printed dress and wrapped it over her head, in 
obedience to what God had revealed in confirmation of its application to them. In the 
morning they prayed behind God’s Messenger, wearing their head coverings as 
though they were carrying crows on their heads.” [Related by Abu Dawtd] 


Islam has refined the tastes of Islamic society and its sense of beauty for it no 
longer seeks the lewd and licentious. Exposing bodily charms attracts a man’s 
physical instinct. Modesty, on the other hand, shows a clean type of beauty that 
refines man’s sense. It is the type of beauty worthy of man, because it imparts a sense 
of purity and chastity. 


Today, Islam produces the same effect among women believers, despite the fact 
that the general taste in society has sunk so low as to encourage the revealing of 
physical charms and the exposure of other parts of the human body. Nevertheless, 
women believers voluntarily cover themselves as God requires them to do, while 
other women around them try to attract men by their physical presence. 


Maintaining such modesty in appearance is another preventive measure Islam 
puts in place to protect both the individual and society. Hence, it is not required in 
situations where temptation is inconceivable. Thus, close relatives who are barred 
from inter-marriage are excluded. Normally there is no sexual attraction between 
such relatives who include fathers, sons, fathers-in-law, stepsons, brothers and 
nephews. Also excepted are Muslim women, as the verse makes clear: “or their 
womenfolk.” Women generally are not included in this exception, because they may 
describe Muslim women and their charms to their husbands, brothers and other 
men. An authentic hadith quotes the Prophet as saying: “No woman should describe 
another woman to her husband as though he is seeing her.” [Related by al-Bukhārī 
and Muslim] Muslim women, on the other hand, are reliable. Their faith prevents 
them from describing the physical charms of a Muslim woman to their husbands. 
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Another exception applies to slaves: “or those whom they rightfully possess.” Some 
scholars say that this applies to women slaves only, while others include male slaves 
too because a slave does not look up to his mistress in a carnal way. But the first view 
is more logical because a slave is a man with all the desire any other man has, even 
though he is placed in a special or unfavourable situation. Also excepted are “such 
male attendants as are free of physical desire,” who may not be attracted to women for 
one reason or another, such as being impotent or feeble minded. In this case, a 
woman’s physical beauty causes no temptation. Similarly excepted are “children that 
are as yet unaware of women’s nakedness.” These are children who do not yet feel any 
sexual desire because they are too young. When they are older and become sexually 
aware and attracted to women, even though they might not have attained their 
puberty, nonetheless the original rules apply to them. 


All these - with the exception of husbands - may see a woman uncovered, except 
for the area between her waistline and knees, because the cause that prevents such 
looks does not apply in their case. A husband, on the other hand, may see his wife 
without restriction. 


Since this is a preventive measure, the Qur’anic verse goes on to prohibit the 
movements a woman may make in order to attract attention to her adornments or 
charms that are not readily visible. Such movements may be exciting even though the 
adornments themselves may remain invisible. 


“Let them not swing their legs in walking so as to draw attention to their hidden charms.” 
(Verse 31) This order results from profound knowledge of human psychology. 
Sometimes, the human imagination may be a more powerful trigger for desire. Many 
are the men who, on seeing a woman’s shoes, dress or jewellery, are more excited 
than by seeing her body. Many are the ones that are sexually excited by the mental 
image they draw of a woman than by seeing her in person. Psychiatrists have 
identified such cases which may need treatment. The tinkle of jewellery or the smell 
of perfume may excite some people and kindle their sexual desire. With some, this 
could become irresistible. The Qur’an takes effective and appropriate action against 
all this, because its message is sent by God the Creator who knows His creation and 
who is kind to, and fully aware of, them all. 


The verse concludes with turning people’s hearts to God, opening the door of 
repentance and forgiveness for all that was done before its revelation. “Believers, turn 
to God in repentance, so that you may achieve success.” (Verse 31) Thus, it enhances their 
feelings that God watches over them, and that He is kind to them, taking care of 
them. He helps them overcome their weakness in respect of sexual desire. Yet 
nothing can bring this under proper control more effectively than faith and fearing 
God. 
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Promoting Easy Marriage 


Up to this point, the measures the Qur’an speaks about are preventive. Yet sexual 
attraction is very real and needs practical steps to ensure its proper control. The most 
important solution is marriage and the taking of positive steps to encourage it, 
together with making other ways of sexual response far more difficult or even totally 
unavailable. 


Marry the single from among you as well as such of your male and female slaves as 
are virtuous. If they are poor, God will grant them sufficiency out of His bounty. God 
is Munificent, All-Knowing. As for those who are unable to marry, let them live in 
continence until God grants them sufficiency out of His bounty. And if any of your 
slaves desire to obtain a deed of freedom, write it out for them if you are aware of any 
good in them; and give them something of the wealth God has given you. Do not force 
your maids to prostitution when they desire to preserve their chastity, in order to 
make some worldly gain. If anyone should force them, then after they have been 
compelled, God will be much forgiving, merciful [to them]. (Verses 32-33) 


Marriage is the proper way to satisfy natural sexual desires. Hence, all 
impediments that make marriage difficult should be removed so that human life can 
progress in this natural and simple way. Money is the primary impediment facing 
those who wish to establish families and protect themselves against sin. Hence, Islam 
puts in place an integrated system that does not make a requirement without 
providing its tools or the conditions that are conducive to its fulfilment. As it requires 
people to maintain their chastity, it makes marriage easy for all people. Hence only 
the one who deliberately turns away from the clean and pure way indulges in sin. 
Therefore, Islam requires the Muslim community to provide financial assistance for 
those who lack the wherewithal to get married: “Marry the single from among you as 
well as such of your male and female slaves as are virtuous. If they are poor, God will grant 
them sufficiency out of His bounty.” (Verse 32) 


The order includes all those who are single, men and women, although only free 
people are meant here initially. Those who are in bondage are specifically mentioned 
later: “as well as such of your male and female slaves as are virtuous.” They all need 
money for this purpose, as it is clearly understood from the rest of the verse: “If they 
are poor, God will grant them sufficiency out of His bounty.” 


This order is given to the Muslim community to enable single people to marry. 
The majority of scholars are of the view that this order is meant as a recommendation 
because there were single people during the time of the Prophet and they were not 
made to marry. Had this order been meant as an obligation, the Prophet would have 
ensured they all married. In our view, this order states an obligation, but it does not 
mean that a Muslim ruler is required to compel those who are single to get married. 
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What it means instead is that the Muslim community must help single people who 
wish to get married, thus enabling them to guard their chastity. Islam considers this 
to be a practical measure of protection so that the Muslim community remains free of 
adultery, as it is duty bound to remain so. Providing the means to fulfil an obligation 
is also obligatory. 


We should remember though that Islam is a fully integrated system. Hence, it 
provides adequate measures to set the economy of the Muslim community on the 
right footing. Thus, it provides good job opportunities for those who are able to 
work, so that they do not need assistance from the treasury. However, in exceptional 
situations, the public treasury is required to provide such assistance. This means that 
in the Islamic economic system, everyone has an income to meet their needs. The 
provision of jobs giving adequate income is a duty of the Muslim state and a right 
owing to individual citizens. Giving financial assistance by the public treasury is the 
exception, not the rule. 


Financial Help for Marriage 


When, despite all this, there remain in the community single men and women 
who are poor, unable to meet the expenses of marriage, the Muslim community must 
help them marry. The same applies to slaves, of both sexes. However, this duty 
applies in the first place to their masters, if they can meet such expenses. Poverty 
should never be an impediment preventing marriage when single men or women are 
suitable for marriage and are willing. It is God who provides for all. He has made it 
clear that He will give them enough when they choose the clean and healthy way, 
guarding their chastity through marriage. “If they are poor, God will grant them 
sufficiency out of His bounty.” (Verse 32) The Prophet says: “Three categories of people 
have the right to help provided by God: a person striving for God’s cause, and a 
slave who has arranged to buy his own freedom and wants to fulfil his commitment, 
and one who wants to marry in order to guard his own chastity.” [Related by al- 
Tirmidhi and al-Nasa’i| 


Until the Muslim community provides the necessary help to enable them to get 
married, single people are instructed to guard their chastity. “As for those who are 
unable to marry, let them live in continence until God grants them sufficiency out of His 
bounty.” (Verse 33) This He certainly does, because “God is Munificent, All-Knowing.” 
(Verse 33) He does not stint the means of a person who wants to stick to the way of 
purity and chastity as He is fully aware of people’s intentions. 


We see how Islam provides a practical solution to a real problem. Every individual 
who is fit to marry should be able to do so, even though he or she may lack the 
necessary financial ability. In most cases, money, or the lack of it, is the most difficult 
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barrier that prevents people from getting married. 


It is recognized that the presence of slaves within the community allows moral 
standards to fall, encouraging loose moral attitudes because, generally speaking, 
slaves have a weaker sense of human dignity. At the same time slavery was 
inevitable at the advent of Islam, considering the need to apply the same rules to 
captives of war taken by Muslims as Muslim captives received at the hands of their 
non- Muslim captors. Yet Islam took a unilateral initiative to free slaves whenever 
possible, until a new world order allowed for the total abolition of slavery. It is in this 
vein that Islam required that a slave who wished to buy his own freedom should be 
freed in return for an agreed sum of money which he paid to his master. “And if any 
of your slaves desire to obtain a deed of freedom, write it out for them if you are aware of any 
good in them.” (Verse 33) 


Scholars have different views on whether this is obligatory, but we believe it to be 
so because it fits well with the line Islam adopts on freedom and human dignity. 
When a slave signs a deed of freedom, the money he earns through his own work 
belongs to him so that he can fulfil his commitment under the deed of freedom. What 
is more is that he can rightfully claim to be helped from zakat funds: “And give them 
something of the wealth God has given you.” (Verse 33) The only condition that applies 
in such situations is that the master should be aware that the slave is a good person. 
The goodness that the verse refers to is that the slave should be a Muslim in the first 
place, and that he or she should be able to earn their living through their work. A 
freed slave should not become a liability to society, or forced to resort to degrading 
practices in order to survive. Islam lays down a system of social security which is 
very practical. It does not raise empty slogans nor does it try to meet them without 
looking at the realities that follow. It does not merely seek to free slaves without 
giving that freedom real meaning. Slaves will not achieve a real standard of freedom 
unless they are able to earn their living so that they neither beg nor resort to some 
dirty practices to survive. Some such practices are far worse than slavery. 


Islam frees slaves in order to cleanse society, and so avoid it becoming more 
contaminated with vice. 


By the grace of God, slavery has been abolished after the signing of international 
treaties and conventions that prohibit the enslavement of captives of war. Under 
Islam, slavery was allowed only provisionally, on the basis of measure-for-measure 
in the treatment of enemy captives of war. 


Fair Treatment for the Least Privileged 


What is worse than the presence of slaves in the community is that some slaves 
might be put to prostitution. In pre-Islamic days, a master might make his female 
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slaves prostitutes, taking some or all of their wages. This form of prostitution 
continues to be practised today. As Islam wants the Islamic social environment to be 
pure, it forbids all adultery, particularly this form of prostitution. “Do not force your 
maids to prostitution when they desire to preserve their chastity, in order to make some 
worldly gain. If anyone should force them, then after they have been compelled, God will be 
much forgiving, merciful [to them].” (Verse 33) This verse warns those who force their 
maids into prostitution, and rebukes them for seeking to enrich themselves in this 
highly immoral way. It also promises those who are forced to it forgiveness and 
mercy. 


Al-Suddi mentions that this verse points directly to “Abdullah ibn Ubayy, the chief 
hypocrite in Madinah. He had a slave maid named Mu’adhah. When he received a 
guest, he would give him this maid to sleep with, hoping to gain financial reward or 
some other favour from him. The maid complained of this to Aba Bakr, and Aba 
Bakr reported it to the Prophet who ordered “Abdullah ibn Ubayy to refrain from 
such deeds. “Abdullah complained: “Who will restore justice to us against 
Muhammad? He interferes on behalf of our maid!” This verse was then revealed. 


The prohibition of compelling girls, who wish to maintain their chastity, into 
prostitution for financial gain was part of the Qur’anic method of cleansing the 
Islamic social environment and of blocking all dirty methods of satisfying sexual 
desires. When prostitution is condoned in society, it tempts many people because it is 
so easy. When such avenues are not available, people have to seek the clean way of 
marriage to satisfy their natural desires. 


There is no validity in the argument that prostitution works as a safety device to 
protect families, or that it is the only way to satisfy a natural need when marriage is 
difficult, or that unless such an easy way is found, people assault honourable 
women. This is indeed a twisted argument that confuses causes and results. Sexual 
desire must remain clean, pure and directed to serve the purpose of procreation, so 
that new generations can grow up ina clean environment. Communities must reform 
their economic systems so that everyone can have a reasonable standard of living 
which enables him or her to marry. Should there remain exceptional cases, these 
would be properly considered and appropriate treatment found for them. This leaves 
no need for prostitution, or filthy brothels where those who want to ease the pressure 
of their natural sexual desire can throw aside their burden, in the same way as 
garbage is publicly thrown over a dunghill. It is the economic system that should be 
reformed so as to prevent such filth from existing. The inadequacy of economic 
systems should never be the basis of an argument for brothels where humanity is 
exceedingly humiliated. 


This is exactly the method Islam adopts, providing an integrated system that 
maintains purity and helps people preserve their chastity. It is a system that provides 
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a bridge linking this world with heaven, and elevates humanity to a sublime level 
that is enlightened with God’s guidance. 


The whole passage concludes with a verse that provides suitable comments on its 
subject matter: “We have bestowed upon you from on high revelations clearly showing the 
truth, and lessons from [the stories of] those who have passed away before you, and 
admonition for the God- fearing.” (Verse 34) Its verses are clear. They show the truth, 
leaving no room for ambiguity or distortion. It portrays the fate of earlier 
communities that deviated from the divine method and the punishment meted out to 
them. The Qur’an also provides an admonition for the God-fearing who realize that 
God watches all that we do. Thus, they stand in awe of God and they follow the right 
path. All the rules and the rulings outlined in this passage fit well with this comment 
which emphasizes the bond between people’s hearts with God Almighty who 
bestowed this Qur’an from on high. 
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3 


The Light of Heaven and 
Earth 


God ts the light of the heavens and the earth. His 
lobht may be compared to a niche containing a 
lamp; the lamp within a glass, the glass like a 
radiant star; lit from a blessed tree — an olwe tree 
that is neither of the east nor of the west. Its very 
oil would almost give ight even though no fire had 
touched it. Light upon light! God guides to His 
ight him that wills [to be guided). God 
propounds parables for all people, since God alone 
has full knowledge of all things. (35) 


In houses whith God has sanctioned to be raised 
so that His name be remembered in them, there 
are [such as] extol His limitless glory, morning 
and evening (36) 


— people whom neither commerce nor profit can 
divert from the remembrance of God, and from 
attending regularly to prayer, and from charity; 
who are filled with fear of the day when all hearts 
and eyes will be convulsed, (37) 


who [onh hope] that God may reward them in 
accordance with the best that they ever did, and 
lavish His grace upon them. God gives to whom 
He wills beyond all reckoning. (38) 
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As for the unbelievers, ther deeds are lke a 
mirage in the desert, which the thirsty traveller 
supposes to be water, but when he comes near to 
it, be finds that tt is nothing. But he finds that 
God [bas always bæn present] with him, and 
that He will pay him his account in full; for God 
7s swift in reckoning. (39) 


Or else, ike the depths of darkness in a vast deep 
ocean, covered by waves above whith are waves, 
nith clouds above it all: depths of darkness, layer 
upon layer, [so that] when one holds up his hand, 
he can hardly see it. Indeed the one from whom 
God withholds light shall find no light at all 
(40) 


Are you not aware that it is God whose limitless 
glory all creatures that are in the heavens and 
earth extol, even the birds as they spread out their 
wings? Each of them knows how to pray to Him 
and to glorify Him; and God has full knowledge 
of all that they do. (41) 


To God belongs the dominion over the heavens 
and the earth, and to God shall all return. (42) 


Are you not aware that it is God who causes the 
clouds to move onwards, then joins them together, 
then piles them up in masses, until you can see 
rain come forth from ther midst. He it is who 
sends down from the skies mountainous masses 
chaed with hail, striking with it whom He wills 
and averting it from whom He wills. The flash of 
His hehtning wel- nigh deprives people of their 
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oe US gO) h LI “aT Shas 
@ asi N Zaj 
It ts God who causes night and day to alternate. eS Js 2 oF 


In this too there is surely a lesson for all who have 
eyes to see. (44) 


‘ ghee E -£ x z 27 a > > > 
g a ele 7 2 i Be pos 
God has created every eas FOR ae and Hse & Il US ghee o me Cl J 
among them are such as creep on their bellies, and y Moe Bye spar ge 2 Fe as Per. 


such as walk on two kegs, and others yet on four. eos SS Us abl ol slg Le ab! 
God creates what He wills. Surely God has 
power over all things. (45) 








Overview 


So far the surah has dealt with the most crude aspects of the human constitution in 
order to purify and refine them. It has dealt with sexual desire, including its different 
appeals, as well as the inclination to spread rumours and level accusations at people 
causing anger and distress. It has also dealt with indecency fermenting within 
people’s hearts, finding verbal expression and then spreading into actual life itself. In 
all these it laid down very stern punishments for adultery and for false accusation of 
committing it. It portrayed a horrid example of false accusations levelled at chaste 
women who are unaware of what is being said about them. It also provided 
prevention measures, such as seeking permission before entering other people’s 
homes, lowering one’s gaze when meeting others, and covering personal charms and 
adornments. It further warned against unnecessary sexual excitement, encouraged 
marriage and the freedom of slaves and prohibited prostitution. All these measures, 
varied as they are, help to control the physical impulse and strengthen the motives to 
maintain one’s chastity and aspire to higher standards of purity. 


At the conclusion of its comments on the false story about ~A’ishah the sirah dealt 
with the lingering effects of that incident: in particular the distress, anger, distortion 
of values and anxiety. Thus we find the Prophet (peace be upon him) calm and 
reassured, ©A’ishah herself well satisfied and happy, her father Aba Bakr kind and 
forgiving, and Safwan ibn al-Mu‘attal pleased with God’s declaration of his 
innocence, and the whole Muslim community turning back to God after realizing 
how they were lost in confusion. Now they are back on track, recognizing God’s 
favours and grace, and following His guidance. 
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With such directives, education and refinement the surah now deals with the 
human soul, how it suddenly lights up, aspiring to the great light that fills the 
heavens and earth. Muslims are now ready to receive the enlightenment that they 
need in a world full of light. 


God's Radiant Light 


“God is the light of the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 35) No sooner does this 
remarkable statement impart its meaning than a bright light spreads over the whole 
universe and lightens up feelings and emotions, filling hearts and minds. The entire 
universe swims in a radiant light. Screens and curtains are removed, hearts radiate, 
spirits fly high, and everything is purified in a sea of light. All shed their burdens 
and join together in an atmosphere of pure happiness and delight. Indeed, the 
universe and all it contains break their fetters so as to let the heavens and earth meet, 
the distant and the near come together, as do the animate and the inanimate. What is 
hidden joins with what is apparent, as do people’s hearts and senses. 


“God is the light of the heavens and the earth.” He is the light from which they derive 
their essence as well as their perfect system. He is the One who gives them their 
existence and the law that governs such existence. Man has recently been able to 
discover, through scientific achievements, a part of this great truth when what they 
used to call ‘matter’ was transformed, through nuclear fusion, into radiation that has 
no form or substance other than light. Thus, man discovered that an atom contains 
electrons that produce radiation. By contrast, the human heart was able to 
comprehend this great truth many centuries before science made its discoveries. 
Every time the human heart attained a high level of purity, aspiring to the sublime 
light, it was able to understand this truth. It was fully comprehended by 
Muhammad, God’s Messenger, as he started his journey back from Ta’if, when he 
gave up on people and sought refuge with his Lord. Appealing to God Almighty, he 
said: “I seek refuge in the light of Your face by which all darkness is dispelled and 
both this life and the life to come are put on their right courses.” His heart shined 
with this sublime light on his night journey which took him from Makkah to 
Jerusalem and then to heaven. When later ‘A’ishah, his wife, asked him whether he 
saw his Lord, he answered: “It is all light. How could I see Him?” 


An Example Portraying God’s Light 


The human heart cannot take such abundant light for long; nor can it aspire to that 
great horizon for long. Hence, after this statement that opens up this endless scope, 
the surah begins to bring it closer so as to make it better understood. The example is 
at once tangible and practical: 
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His light may be compared to a niche containing a lamp; the lamp within a glass, the 
glass like a radiant star; lit from a blessed tree — an olive tree that is neither of the east 
nor of the west. Its very oil would almost give light even though no fire had touched it. 
Light upon light! (Verse 35) 


This comparison seeks to put the infinite right before a mind that has finite ability. 
It simply portrays a miniscule picture to present it to man who cannot contemplate 
its great reality. It seeks to show the nature of light when the human imagination 
cannot entertain its endless spread. 


The verse begins by stating the fact that “God is the light of the heavens and the earth,” 
but then it brings us fast from this great expanse to a niche, a small artificial wall 
recess in which a lamp is placed so as to focus its light and make it shine. “His light 
may be compared to a niche containing a lamp.” It adds one element of strength and 
concentration after another: “The lamp within a glass,” which protects it from the wind 
and purifies its light to make it stronger and more radiant: “The glass like a radiant 
star.” We see the glass painted here as bright, transparent, almost shining. At this 
point the verse links the example and the reality, the likeness and the original, the 
small glass and the radiant star. Thus we do not concentrate our reflection on the 
miniscule picture which is presented only to help us understand the great reality. 


The surah immediately reverts to the small example of the lamp, which is “lit from 
a blessed tree — an olive tree...” The purest light known to the first people addressed by 
the Qur’an was that of olive oil. But this is not the only reason for choosing this 
example. It is an example that has connotations of sacredness associated with the 
blessed tree. These connotations recall the image of the sacred valley, the nearest 
place to Arabia in which olive trees grow in abundance. The Qur’an refers to this tree 
and gives it special significance: “We bring forth... a tree that grows on Mount Sinai 
yielding oil and relish for all to eat.” (23: 19-20) It is a tree that lives for ages, and it 
brings endless benefits to man through its oil, wood, leaves and fruit. Once again the 
text turns from the little example to remind us of the great reality. This tree is not a 
particular one, and it does not belong to a particular place or direction. It is merely an 
example given to make the reality easier to understand. Hence, it is described as 
“neither of the east nor of the west.” Moreover, its oil is not the one we see and know. It 
is different and far more remarkable: “Its very oil would almost give light even though no 
fire had touched it.” It is so transparent and bright that it almost gives light without 
burning. The example concludes with another remarkable statement: “Light upon 
light.” Thus, we are back with the original light that bears no comparison. 


It is God’s light that dispels all darkness in the heavens and the earth. It is a light 
whose nature and scope are beyond our comprehension. The aim here is to make our 
hearts aspire to see this light: “God guides to His light him that wills [to be guided].” 
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(Verse 35) Those who open their hearts to the light will see it because it spreads far 
and wide in the heavens and the earth. It is permanent, unending, unscreened, and it 
never fades. Whenever the human heart looks for it, it is sure to find it. In the midst 
of his confusion, man can always find it providing guidance and establishing a bond 
between him and his Lord. 


This comparison is given by God so as to make our minds able to comprehend the 
nature of His light. He alone knows the full extent of our ability: “God propounds 
parables for all people, since God alone has full knowledge of all things.” (Verse 35) 


This light which spreads in abundance in the heavens and earth is best seen in 
perfect clarity in the houses of God where people’s hearts look up to Him, remember 
Him, stand in awe of Him and dedicate themselves to Him in preference to all else: 


In houses which God has sanctioned to be raised so that His name be remembered in 
them, there are [such as] extol His limitless glory, morning and evening - people 
whom neither commerce nor profit can divert from the remembrance of God, and from 
attending regularly to prayer, and from charity; who are filled with fear of the day 
when all hearts and eyes will be convulsed; who [only hope] that God may reward 
them in accordance with the best that they ever did, and lavish His grace upon them. 
God gives to whom He wills beyond all reckoning. (Verses 36-38) 


There is a close affinity between the scene of the niche in the first verse and the 
following scene of God’s houses. This is perfectly in line with the Qur’anic method of 
putting together images that have close parallels. Likewise, there is close affinity 
between the lamp shining with light in the niche and hearts shining with the light of 
glorifying God in His houses. 


When God sanctions something, it takes place just as He has approved. Since He 
has sanctioned the raising of these houses, they are there, functioning, purified and 
respected. The view showing them standing tall is in harmony with God’s light that 
radiates throughout the heavens and the earth. These houses are naturally noble 
which again fits perfectly with the brilliant light described earlier. Their special, 
venerated position makes them fit for the remembrance of God’s name: “In houses 
which God has sanctioned to be raised so that His name be remembered in them.” (Verse 36) 
They are also in harmony with the radiant hearts of the believers who stand up in 
prayer, glorify God and extol His praises. They are “people whom neither commerce nor 
profit can divert from the remembrance of God, and from attending regularly to prayer, and 
from charity.” (Verse 37) Needless to say, trade and commerce aim to make a profit. 
Yet although these believers are engaged in such enterprises, they are not diverted 
from their obligation towards God or their fellow human beings. Hence they attend 
regularly and properly to their prayers and pay their zakat and charity. These people 
“are filled with fear of the day when all hearts and eyes will be convulsed.” (Verse 37) On 
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that day, people’s hearts and eyes will be in turmoil, unsteady. It is a day of utter fear 
and distress. Hence, they fear what may happen to them then. In order to spare 
themselves, they are never diverted by their immediate concerns of business and 
profit from attending to their duties towards their Lord. 


Yet despite their fear, they have high hopes “that God may reward them in accordance 
with the best that they ever did, and lavish His grace upon them.” (Verse 38) Their hopes 
will never be frustrated; for, “God gives to whom He wills beyond all reckoning.” (Verse 
38) There are no limits to God’s favours and no restrictions on what He may wish to 
bestow on His devoted servants. 


Deeds That Come to Nothing 


In contrast to this radiant light that shines throughout the heavens and the earth, 
focusing on the houses dedicated to God and enlightening the hearts of the faithful, 
the surah shows a different situation where no light can penetrate and no one is safe; 
a situation devoid of all goodness. That is the situation in which the unbelievers find 
themselves: 


As for the unbelievers, their deeds are like a mirage in the desert, which the thirsty 
traveller supposes to be water, but when he comes near to it, he finds that it is nothing. 
But he finds that God [has always been present] with him, and that He will pay him 
his account in full; for God is swift in reckoning. (Verse 39) 


This is the first of two remarkable scenes the surah paints of the unbelievers and 
their destiny. Both are full of life and movement. In this scene their actions are shown 
like a mirage in an open space. It gives a false shine which attracts the thirsty 
traveller who moves towards it. He is totally unaware of what he might find there, 
other than the prospect of quenching his thirst. Suddenly, the whole scene moves 
swiftly, and we see the thirsty traveller arriving at this place but finding no water to 
drink. Instead, he is in for a great surprise, one which he could never have imagined. 
It is awesome, striking fear into his heart and leaving him utterly bewildered. What 
he finds is the realization that God has always been present with him. He had denied 
God’s existence, turned his back on Him and adopted a hostile attitude to faith. In his 
state of total oblivion to anything other than the water he needs, should he find there 
a human adversary, he would be startled and confused. But he finds no human 
opponent. He finds God Almighty who takes him to account. 


And then what happens? “God will pay him his account in full.” All this occurs very 
quickly, in line with the initial and sudden shock. The final comment on this scene is 
“God is swift in reckoning.” Again the comment perfectly suits the rapidity of the 
scene. 
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In the second scene layers of darkness gather on top of each other, to contrast with 
the false brightness of the mirage. Great fear is transmitted by the bottomless ocean 
engulfed in darkness, and waves upon waves moving in a never-ending motion. 
Above all this, dark clouds gather. Thus, layers of darkness amass, to the extent that 
if someone were to hold out their hand, they would fail to see it in the engulfing 
darkness. Hence it is a darkness that spreads an air of fear and panic. 


This is all a description of unbelief, which is shown as darkness totally isolated 
from the divine light that radiates throughout the universe. It is a deep error which 
prevents people from seeing even the nearest sign of guidance, a fear that leaves no 
trace of security. For, “indeed the one from whom God withholds light shall find no light at 
all.” (Verse 40) God’s light is guidance planted in people’s hearts, giving them an 
informed insight, and a bond between human nature and the laws that operate in the 
universe at large. It is the only true enlightenment. A person who is cut off from this 
light remains in a darkness that cannot be removed, in a fear without security, and in 
error without return. At the end he finds all his actions to be a mirage leading him to 
ruin. No action is valid unless it is based on faith. There is no guidance without faith, 
and no light unless it is God’s light. 


All Glorify God 


This is an extraordinary scene of unbelief, error and darkness in human life. Yet it 
is followed by one of faith, guidance and light in the great universe. This is a scene 
showing the entire universe with all that lives in it, human and jinn, planets and 
stars, and all beings, whether animate or inanimate, sharing in God’s glorification. 
We feel how awesome the scene is as we hear the glorification echoed everywhere in 
the heavens and the earth: 


Are you not aware that it is God whose limitless glory all creatures that are in the 
heavens and earth extol, even the birds as they spread out their wings? Each of them 
knows how to pray to Him and to glorify Him; and God has full knowledge of all that 
they do. (Verse 41) 


Man does not live alone in this universe. All around him, to his right and to his 
left, above him and beneath him, and in the expanse beyond, whether reached by his 
imagination or not, there are beings God has created with different natures, forms 
and shapes. All share in their belief in God, turn to Him and extol His praises. He 
“has full knowledge of all that they do.” 


The Qur’an directs man to look around him: all is of God’s making and all living 
things everywhere in the heavens and the earth are His creatures, glorifying Him 
and singing His praises. The Qur’an also directs our full attention to something we 
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see every day without stirring any feeling in us because of its familiarity: it is the 
scene of birds lifting up their legs and spreading out their wings as they fly. They 
also glorify God. “Each of them knows how to pray to Him and to glorify Him.” (Verse 41) 
Only man neglects to glorify his Lord when he is the one who should be most aware 
of the importance of believing in God and glorifying Him. 


In this scene, the whole universe appears full of humility as it turns to its Creator, 
singing His praises, addressing its prayers to Him. This it does by nature. Its 
obedience to God is represented in its laws which operate by God’s will. When man 
refines his senses, he sees this scene as reality, as though he hears the rhythm of 
God’s glorification echoed throughout the universe. He shares with all creatures their 
prayers and appeals to God. Such was Muhammad, God’s Messenger, (peace be 
upon him). When he walked, he heard the gravel under his feet singing God’s 
praises. Such was David too for when he chanted his Psalms, the mountains and 
birds chanted with him. 


“To God belongs the dominion over the heavens and the earth, and to God shall all 
return.” (Verse 42) No one should turn anywhere other than to Him, and no refuge is 
to be sought except with Him. Meeting Him is inevitable. His punishment, if 
deserved, cannot be averted except through His grace. To Him all shall return. 


Snatching Eyesight 


Next the surah portrays yet another scene which people pass by paying little 
attention to it. It is very pleasant to the eye, carrying a message to the heart and 
inviting the mind to reflect on God’s creation as well as the pointers to faith available 
everywhere in the universe. It provides an area to contemplate the only source of real 
light, right guidance and true faith. 


Are you not aware that it is God who causes the clouds to move onwards, then joins 
them together, then piles them up in masses, until you can see rain come forth from 
their midst. He it is who sends down from the skies mountainous masses charged with 
hail, striking with it whom He wills and averting it from whom He wills. The flash of 
His lightning well-nigh deprives people of their sight. (Verse 43) 


The scene is portrayed at leisure, slowly, with its component parts being raised up 
for reflection before they combine panoramically. All this is done deliberately, so that 
the very sight of these details touches people’s hearts and awakens their minds to 
reflection on God’s perfect design. 


It is God’s design that drives the clouds from one place to another, before allowing 
these clouds to come together and pile up into a great mass. When this becomes 
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heavy, it bears water that begins to ooze out and then pour down in heavy rain. 
When piled up, the clouds look like great mountains, producing small pieces of hail. 
No one sees the clouds look like mountains better than a passenger in a plane that 
flies higher than the clouds, or moves through them. The scene at this elevation 
shows the clouds just like mountains, their huge sizes, steep cliffs, as well as high 
and low peaks. It is a scene that shows a reality people could not have seen before 
they were able to fly. 


These mountains are subservient to God’s orders, functioning in accordance with 
His law that governs the universe. It is in accordance with this law that God lets rain 
drop over any community He wants and diverts it from others as He wills. The scene 
is completed with this final statement: “The flash of His lightning well-nigh deprives 
people of their sight.” (Verse 43) It thus provides an element of harmony with the great 
light that fills the whole universe. 


And yet there is another universal scene, showing the night and day: “It is God who 
causes night and day to alternate. In this too there is surely a lesson for all who have eyes to 
see.” (Verse 44) 


When we reflect on the alternation of the night and day, in a perfect system that 
never fails or slackens, our senses are sharpened and we can better appreciate the 
perfection of God’s work and His law that governs the universe. The Qur’an alerts 
our hearts to such scenes which we normally overlook because of their familiarity. 
Yet they contain a clear message. Hence the Qur’an helps our hearts to always Face 
the universe with sharpened sensitivity and fresh reaction. Many a heart has 
wondered at the alternation of night and day. Yet it is always the same, losing 
nothing of its striking beauty. It is only our hearts that have lost their interaction with 
this great phenomenon. Much indeed do we lose of the beauty of this universe when 
we look at such phenomena paying little attention to them only because they have 
become familiar. 


The Qur’an reinvigorates our blunted sensitivity, touches our cold hearts and 
awakens our tired minds so that we can look at the universe as though we see it for 
the first time. We thus stop at every phenomenon reflecting on how it works and 
enquiring about its secrets. We see God’s hand doing its work in everything around 
us, and we reflect on His wisdom and the signs pointing to Him. 


Limitless is God in His glory. He wants to give us more of His favours. He wants 
to gift us the whole universe every time we contemplate one of its phenomena in a 
way that we appreciate it as though we are seeing it for the first time. Thus, we are 
alert to the universe and its message a countless number of times. We then enjoy it 
anew every time we look at it. 


This universe is beautiful, awesome and has a nature that is harmonious with our 
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own nature. Both are derived from the same source, subject to the same law. Thus 
when we relate to the universe we feel greater reassurance, and we experience the 
sort of happiness that we feel when we meet someone dear who has been absent for a 
long time. Besides, in the universe we see God’s light, for “God is the light of the 
heavens and the earth.” (Verse 35) We experience this light in the great expanse of the 
universe, as well as within ourselves, at the same moment at which we look at the 
universe with an open heart that wants to understand the secret of God’s elaborate 
planning. 


Therefore, the Qur’an reawakens us time and again, drawing our hearts and souls 
to a variety of great universal scenes, so that we do not pass by them with closed 
eyes and sealed hearts. If we do, we end our life journey with very little gain to show 
for our efforts. 


The surah continues to portray scenes of the universe arousing our interest in 
them. It shows how all life, with its rich variety, originates from the same source, and 
has the same nature: “God has created every animal from water; and among them are such 
as creep on their bellies, and such as walk on two legs, and others yet on four. God creates 
what He wills. Surely God has power over all things.” (Verse 45) 


Here the Qur’an states in a very simple way a great fact that confirms that the 
origin of all creatures is water. This could mean that water is the basic component of 
all living species. It could also mean what contemporary scientists have been trying 
to prove, namely that life started in the sea, making water its first origin. Later, 
numerous species came into existence. 


We, however, do not like to link any fact stated in the Qur’an with scientific 
theory, because such theories admit change, modification, or abrogation. Hence, we 
take this statement at its face value, confirming its truth which makes clear that God 
has created all living things from water. This means that having the same origin, they 
present, as we clearly see with our eyes, a wide and rich variety: crawlers creep on 
their bellies, while man and birds walk on two legs, but most animals use all four 
limbs when they walk. All this takes place in accordance with the laws of nature God 
has set in operation. Nothing occurs by chance or coincidence. “God creates what He 
wills,” unrestricted by form or shape. The laws that operate in the universe have been 
established by God's will: “Surely God has power over all things.” (Verse 45) 


With the great variety that we see in all creatures, an almost endless range of shapes, sizes, 
colours and characteristics is set before us. Yet they all originate from the same source. This 
suggests that it is all intended as such, reflecting the elaborate planning in the universe at large. 
It portrays as false the notion that life started by mere coincidence. What coincidence 
could give birth to such planning or such great variety? It is all the work of God who, in His 
wisdom, has given every living soul its shape and form and guided it to what suits it best in 
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this life. 
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4 


Guidance to the Straight 
Path 


We have sent down revelations that make things 
manifest; and God guides onto a straight way 
him who wills [to be guided). (46) 


They say: We beleve in God and in the 
Messenger, and we obey.’ But then some of them 
turn away afler this [assertion]. Surely these are 
not believers. (4T) 


Whenever they are summoned to God and His 
Messenger in order that he might judge bebveen 
them, some of them turn away; (48) 


but if the right is on their side, they come to him 
with all submission. (49) 


Is there disease in their hearts? Or are they full of 
doubt? Or do they fear that God and His 
Messenger might deal unjustly with them? Nay, 

it is they who are the wrongdoers. (50) 


The response of behevers, whenever they are 
summoned to God and His Messenger in order 
that he may judge between them, is none other 
than, We have heard, and we obey.’ It ts they 
that shall be successful. (51) 
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Those who obey God and His Messenger, stand 
in awe of God and remain truly God-fearing are 
the ones who shall certainly triumph. (52) 


They swear their most solemn oaths by God that 
if you [God's Messenger] should ever bid them to 
do so, they would most certainly march forth. Say: 

Do not swear. Your [sort of] obechence is well 
known. God ts certainly well aware of all that 
_you do.’ (53) 


Say: Obey God, and obey the Messenger.’ But if 

you turn away, he will have to answer only for 
whatever he has been charged nith, and you, for 
what you have been charged with. If you obey 
him, you shall be rightly guided. The Messenger is 
not bound to do more than clearly dehwer his 
message. (54) 


God has promised those of you who beleve and 
do good deeds that, of a certainty, He will cause 
them to accede to power on earth, in the same way 
as He caused those who lived before them to 
accede to it; and that, of a certainty, He will 
jumly establish for them the rehgton which He 
has chosen for them; and that, of a certainty, He 
will cause their erstwhile state of fear to be replaced 
by a state of security. They will thus worship Me 
alone and associate with Me no partners 
whatsoever. Those who, after this, choose to 
disbelieve are indeed wicked. (55) 


Attend regularly to your prayers and pay your 
zakat, and obey the Messenger, so that you might 
be graced with God’s mercy. (56) 


Do not think that the unbelievers can frustrate 
[God's plan] on earth. The fire is their abock, 
and vile indeed îs such a journey’s end. (ST) 
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Overview 


Having thus taken us on a broad round of inspiring universal scenes, the surah 
brings us back to its main theme, namely good manners and moral values the Qur’an 
aims to establish in the Muslim community. Once more we see that the Qur’an wants 
hearts to be purified so as to be bright, reflecting the great light God has placed in the 
heavens and the earth. 


Earlier in the surah mention was made of people who are not distracted by their 
business or commercial dealings from their duties of remembering God, attending 
regularly to prayers and paying their zakat. It also highlighted the situation of the 
unbelievers, their deeds, the layers of darkness in which they live and their eventual 
destiny. Now the surah speaks of the hypocrites who benefit nothing by the clear 
signs God has placed all around them, or by His revelations that set all things most 
clearly. These turn their backs on divine guidance. Even though they profess to be 
believers, their attitude is markedly different from that of believers who obey God’s 
Messenger and are happy with his judgement in their affairs and disputes. In marked 
contrast to their arrogance, the believers’ behaviour confirms what they profess. And 
it is the believers that God has promised to establish in the land where they will be 
able to practise their faith and conduct their lives in line with His teachings. This is 
their reward for adopting the right attitude towards God and His Messenger, 
obeying them in all situations, despite the fact that the unbelievers stand in 
opposition to them for so doing. The surah confirms once again that the unbelievers 
cannot defy God. They will receive their fair punishment in hell, the worst abode for 
anyone. 


Contrasting Attitudes 


“We have sent down revelations that make things manifest; and God guides onto a straight 
way him who wills [to be guided].” (Verse 46) God’s revelations provide clarity, 
allowing God’s resplendent light to be seen. They point to the sources of His 
guidance, making clear what is good and what is evil. They set out the Islamic way of 
life without ambiguity or equivocation. They define the divine rules which must be 
implemented in human life on earth. When people implement them in their lives and 
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resort to them for judgement in their disputes, they implement a code that is clearly 
set out, providing all guarantees that ensure equity and justice for all, and which 
allow no confusion between true and false or permissible and forbidden. 


“God guides onto a straight way him who wills [to be guided].” (Verse 46) The Arabic 
statement could also be read as “God guides whom He wills onto a straight way.” 
This is indeed the translation adopted by most translators. If we read it in this way 
then the statement makes clear that God’s will is free from all restriction. However, 
God has established a way to ensure guidance. Any human being who moves 
towards that way will definitely receive God's light and guidance. By God’s will, 
their path will be made smooth until they reach their destination. Those who turn 
away from it will lose their guiding light and become hardened in error. Such is 
God’s will with regard to providing guidance to mankind. 


The surah points out that despite the revelations and the signs God had placed in 
the universe, there is a special type of people who are hypocrites, claiming to be 
Muslims, but showing no respect for Islamic values: 


They say: ‘We believe in God and in the Messenger, and we obey. ‘But then some of 
them turn away after this [assertion]. Surely these are not believers. Whenever they 
are summoned to God and His Messenger in order that he might judge between them, 
some of them turn away; but if the right is on their side, they come to him with all 
submission. Is there disease in their hearts? Or are they full of doubt? Or do they fear 
that God and His Messenger might deal unjustly with them? Nay, it is they who are 
the wrongdoers. (Verses 47-50) 


When faith is genuinely established in a person’s heart, it is reflected in that 
person’s behaviour. Islam is a proactive faith that cannot remain idle. When it is 
genuinely accepted as a personal belief, it moves on to show its influence in practice. 
It must be translated into action. The Islamic method of educating its followers 
always seeks to transform the mental acceptance of faith into a practical approach 
that soon becomes a habit or a rule. At the same time, it seeks to provide the mental 
motivation to make belief and action mutually complementary. 


The hypocrites used to claim that they believed in God and His Messenger and 
that they were keen to obey them, but theirs was a hollow, verbal claim that lacked 
practical credence. They simply turned away, making their actions belie their claims. 
“Surely these are not believers,” because believers confirm with their actions what they 
claim to be their faith. Faith is not a toy which a person uses for amusement before 
discarding it. It is something that settles in a person’s heart, reshaping his feelings 
and influencing his actions. Moreover, when it is firmly established in someone’s 
mind and heart, there is no going back on it. 
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Those who claimed to be believers did not hesitate to contradict that claim when 
they were summoned to put their disputes to God’s Messenger for judgement on the 
basis of His law: “Whenever they are summoned to God and His Messenger in order that he 
might judge between them, some of them turn away; but if the right is on their side, they come 
to him with all submission.” (Verses 48-49) They were well aware that a judgement 
made by God and His Messenger could only seek to establish what is right and 
ensure justice. It would never be influenced by personal likings. But such hypocrites 
did not care for justice and right. Hence, they were not prepared to seek the 
Prophet's judgement. Indeed, they refused to put their disputes to him, except when 
they were sure that justice was on their side. In such a situation, they did not hesitate 
to go to him, declaring their prior acceptance of his judgement, because they were 
certain that it would be in their favour. It would be a judgement on the basis of God's 
law that gave everyone their due. 


Such people provide a typical example of hypocrites at all times: they dare not 
declare their disbelief; so they pretend to be Muslim. Yet they do not submit to God’s 
law. When they are called upon to put their cases to God and His Messenger for 
judgement they refuse, seeking any excuse. They are described as unbelievers, 
because a genuine believer will never reject God’s judgement. To accept such 
judgement is the practical evidence of belief. It is the attitude that confirms strong 
belief and due respect to God and His Messenger. Only a person whose heart has not 
been enlightened by faith and who has not adopted Islamic manners rejects God’s 
Messenger’s judgement. 


Hence, their attitude is the subject of questions that confirm the fact that their 
hearts are diseased and wonders at their doubts: “Is there disease in their hearts? Or are 
they full of doubt? Or do they fear that God and His Messenger might deal unjustly with 
them?” (Verse 50) 


The first question requires no confirmation, for heart disease is sure to bring about 
such an effect. No one with a sound human nature could deviate so badly from the 
truth. It is heart disease, a disease that makes someone imbalanced, unable to 
appreciate true faith and its moral code. 


The second question wonders at them doubting God’s judgement when they claim 
to believe in Him. Do they doubt that it comes from God, or that it is the judgement 
that administers justice? Whatever the case, their attitude differs from that of 
believers. 


The third question combines wonder with denunciation. Do they fear that God 
and His Messenger might be unfair to them? It is most singular for anyone to 
entertain such a fear. God is the Creator of all people: it is inconceivable that He 
would favour some of His creatures at the expense of others. “Nay, it is they who are 
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the wrongdoers.” (Verse 50) 


God’s judgement is the only judgement that is free of all prejudice, because God is 
fair to all and does not deal unjustly with anyone. All of His creation are to Him in 
the same position. Hence, He does not favour any of them at the expense of another. 
Any judgement other than God’s may be susceptible to unfairness. When people 
legislate, they cannot entirely free themselves of leaning towards what serves their 
interests. This applies to all human beings; be they individuals, a class or 
government. 


When an individual legislates, he is bound to look for what ensures his own 
protection and serves his own interests. The same applies when a class, country or a 
block of countries legislates for another. But when God legislates, no personal 
security, protection or interest comes into play. His legislation aims to ensure 
absolute justice which cannot be achieved under any law other than divine law. 
Hence, those who reject God’s judgement, and that of His Messenger, are indeed 
unjust and wrongdoers. They do not want justice to be administered or right to be 
supreme. In fact, deep at heart they know that they do not doubt that God’s 
judgement only seeks to ensure justice. The point is that “it is they who are the 
wrongdoers.” (Verse 50) 


The Road to True Success 


True believers have a different attitude that reflects their complete respect for 
God’s judgement. When they are summoned so that God’s Messenger can arbitrate 
in their disputes, their reaction reflects the profound enlightenment of their hearts: 
“The response of believers, whenever they are summoned to God and His Messenger in order 
that he may judge between them, is none other than, ‘We have heard, and we obey.’ It is they 
that shall be successful.” (Verse 51) 


This is an attitude of complete obedience. There is no hesitation, argument or 
dispute, because it is an obedience based on complete trust that God’s judgement is 
right and just, and whatever differs with it is based on personal prejudice. Such 
obedience testifies to complete submission to God, who gives life and conducts it as 
He wills. It demonstrates full trust that what God chooses for people is infinitely 
better than what they choose for themselves. God, the Creator, knows His creation 
better than they know themselves. 


“It is they that shall be successful.” (Verse 51) Since God conducts their affairs, 
organizes their relations and judges between them on the basis of His knowledge and 
justice, they must be in a far better position than those who rely, in all such matters, 
on other human beings who are similarly short of knowledge. Besides, the believers 
are successful because they follow a single straight path that allows no deviation. 
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They are confident of the soundness of their code of living, follow it without 
hesitation, which means that their energy, talents and skills work in coherence. They 
suffer no internal division based on conflicting desires. They follow their own path, 
charted for them by God. 


“Those who obey God and His Messenger, stand in awe of God and remain truly God- 
fearing are the ones who shall certainly triumph.” (Verse 52) The previous verse spoke of 
obedience and submission when judgement is made. This verse speaks of complete 
obedience in all matters, implementing every order or prohibition. Such obedience 
must be coupled with God consciousness and standing in awe of Him. The latter is 
more pervasive because it entails watching God and feeling His presence at every 
turn. This makes a person very uneasy about committing anything that God has 
forbidden, for they are ashamed and fear His punishment. 


“Those who obey God and His Messenger, stand in awe of God and remain truly God- 
fearing are the ones who shall certainly triumph.” (Verse 52) They save themselves in this 
life and in the life to come. This is what God has promised, and God is always true to 
His promise. They deserve to triumph, as they have practically taken the necessary 
measures to ensure such a triumph. Obedience to God and His Messenger requires 
diligent following of the right way God in His wisdom has defined for mankind. 
Following this way automatically ensures success in this life and in the life to come. 
Moreover, standing in awe of God and fearing Him ensure continuity in one’s 
conduct, helping one to ignore all temptations that lure believers away from their 
straight path. 


Obeying God and His Messenger, coupled with fearing God, provide a high 
standard of propriety that reflects a person’s enlightenment and strong bond with 
God. It also reflects the dignity of believers. Obedience to anyone or any authority 
means humiliation unless it is based on obeying God and His Messenger. No 
honourable believer will accept such humiliation, for a true believer will never bow 
his head before anyone other than God Almighty. 


Having so contrasted the attitudes of believers and hypocrites, the surah now 
resumes its discussion of the latter’s behaviour, making it clear that only one sort of 
attitude can be adopted by believers. It then moves on to outline God’s promise to 
the believers. 


They swear their most solemn oaths by God that if you [God’s Messenger] should ever 
bid them to do so, they would most certainly march forth. Say: ‘Do not swear. Your 
[sort of] obedience is well known. God is certainly well aware of all that you do. “Say: 
“Obey God, and obey the Messenger.’ But if you turn away, he will have to answer 
only for whatever he has been charged with, and you, for what you have been charged 
with. If you obey him, you shall be rightly guided. The Messenger is not bound to do 
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more than clearly deliver his message. (Verses 53-54) 


The hypocrites used to solemnly swear in front of the Prophet that he needed only 
to give them his orders and they would readily join him on any expedition against 
his enemies. They would not hesitate to fight for Islam under his banner. But God 
was fully aware that they were lying. Hence, He decries their assertions and looks at 
their oaths with sarcasm: “Do not swear. Your obedience is well known.” (Verse 53) This 
means that there is no need for their oaths, because their obedience is too well known 
to need any assertion or oath. It is as if we say to a person whom we know to be a 
habitual liar that he need not assert to us that he is saying the truth, because we 
know him to be always truthful. 


This sarcastic reply is followed by the assertion: “God is certainly well aware of all 
that you do.” (Verse 53) He is certainly in no need of their oaths. He knows that they 
would not obey any order to go to war, and that they would not join the Prophet 
when he went on such an expedition. Therefore, a fresh order is given to them to 
show true obedience to God and His Messenger, not the sort they are known to 
show, because that is false. “Say: Obey God, and obey the Messenger.” (Verse 54) 


“But if you turn away,” resorting to your habitual hypocrisy, then “he will have to 
answer only for whatever he has been charged with.” (Verse 54) His only task for which he 
is answerable is to deliver God’s message, as he has surely done. “And you, for what 
you have been charged with.” (Verse 54) Your task is to obey him most sincerely. But so 
far, you have not done so. However, “if you obey him, you shall be rightly guided.” 
(Verse 54) You will be following the right path that leads you to success in both this 
life and the life to come. “The Messenger is not bound to do more than clearly deliver his 
message.” (Verse 54) He is not responsible for your acceptance or rejection of the faith. 
If you turn away, he will not be deemed to have fallen short of fulfilling his task. You 
are the ones who will have to account for that, and you are the ones who run the risk 
of being punished for your disobedience of the orders given to you by God and His 
Messenger. 


God’s True Promise 


Once the attitude of the hypocrites has been discussed and settled, the surah leaves 
them aside and speaks about obedient believers. It outlines the reward of sincere 
obedience and proactive faith. The first instalment of such reward is given in this life, 
before human beings are held to account on the Day of Resurrection. 


God has promised those of you who believe and do good deeds that, of a certainty, He 
will cause them to accede to power on earth, in the same way as He caused those who 
lived before them to accede to it; and that, of a certainty, He will firmly establish for 
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them the religion which He has chosen for them; and that, of a certainty, He will cause 
their erstwhile state of fear to be replaced by a state of security. They will thus worship 
Me alone and associate with Me no partners whatsoever. Those who, after this, choose 
to disbelieve are indeed wicked. (Verse 55) 


Such is God’s promise to the believers who do good deeds and follow the Prophet 
Muhammad’s guidance. They will be given power and will be established on earth. 
Their state of fear will be replaced by a state of reassurance and security. God’s 
promise will always come true. It is, then, pertinent to ask about the nature of faith 
and the practical fulfilment of this promise by God. 


True faith, which ensures that God’s promise comes true, is great indeed. It 
influences all human activity and defines its direction. Once faith is well established 
in a person’s heart, it begins to manifest itself in the form of positive and constructive 
action undertaken for God’s sake and addressed to Him. It means full compliance 
with His orders in all matters, major and minor. It transforms a believer’s desires and 
inclinations so as to make them all in line with the Prophet’s guidance, because such 
guidance has been given to him by God. 


It is the sort of faith that fills people’s whole entity, their feelings, aspirations, 
natural inclinations, actions, movements, as well as their behaviour at home, in 
society and with their Lord. All these must be addressed or dedicated to God alone. 
This is specifically mentioned in the surah as justification for giving believers power 
and establishing them on earth: “They will thus worship Me alone and associate no 
partners with Me whatsoever.” (Verse 55) Idolatry can take different shapes and forms, 
and can creep into a person’s mind through a variety of ways and means. The surah 
makes it clear however that to address any action or feeling to anyone other than 
God is a manifestation of idolatry. 


Belief in God is a complete way of life. It incorporates all divine orders including 
the provision of all means, taking all precautions and ensuring all that is necessary to 
fulfil the great trust of being in charge of the earth and building human life on it. So 
what does this involve in reality? 


It does not just entail being in power and forming a government. Rather it 
involves all this with the proviso that it is used for promoting sound human life and 
the implementation of the way of life God has chosen for mankind. It is only through 
such implementation that humanity can achieve the level of perfection that befits the 
species God has honoured. 


The trust given to man on earth is an ability to build and promote goodness, not to 
corrupt and destroy. It involves ensuring justice and happiness for all, not injustice 
or suppression. It leads to the elevation of humanity and human life, and not letting 
them sink to the level of animals. 
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It is such power and such trust that God has promised the believers who do good 
deeds. He promised to give them power on earth, just as He gave it to earlier 
communities of believers, so that they would put into practice the constitution He 
chose for mankind, establish justice and enable humanity to attain sublimity. People 
who spread corruption and injustice, and promote carnal desires are not in the 
position of trustees. They are subjected to a test or are the means to test others. All 
this is done to fulfil God’s purpose. 


To further demonstrate this aspect of giving power to the believers is the fact that 
this promise is followed in the same verse by a further one: “of a certainty, He will 
firmly establish for them the religion which He has chosen for them.” (Verse 55) The firm 
establishment of His religion means that this will take a firm hold on people’s hearts 
on the one hand, and form the basis on which all life affairs are conducted on the 
other. God has promised the believers who do righteous deeds to grant them power 
on earth and to make their faith govern human life. Their faith bids them to do well, 
establish justice, shun worldly desires, and build a happy human life making good 
use of all the resources God has placed on earth. It also bids the believers to dedicate 
all this to God alone. 


Furthermore, God’s promise to the believers stipulates “that, of a certainty, He will 
cause their erstwhile state of fear to be replaced by a state of security.” The Prophet's 
Companions were for a long period of time in a state of fear. They could not put 
down their arms, even after the Prophet and his Companions had migrated to 
Madinah, the city that served as the first base for Islam in history. 


Al-Rabi © ibn Anas quotes Abt al-- Aliyah’s comments on this verse: 


“The Prophet and his Companions remained in Makkah for around ten years 
calling on people to believe in God and to worship Him alone, associating no 
partners with Him. But they did so in secret, as they were in a state of fear and were 
prevented from fighting. When they later migrated to Madinah, God bid them to 
fight for their cause. This meant that they were again in a state of fear, wearing their 
body armour day and night. They persevered for as long as God willed. One of his 
Companions asked the Prophet: Are we to remain in fear for the rest of time? Will 
there come a time when we can put our armaments aside?” The Prophet said: ‘It will 
not be long before any one of you can sit among a huge crowd without anyone 
carrying arms.’ Soon afterwards, God revealed this verse. The Prophet was able to 
establish his authority over the whole of Arabia and his followers were in a state of 
security. They put down their arms. Sometime later, the Prophet passed away, and 
the Muslims remained in security during the reigns of Aba Bakr, “Umar and 
“Uthman. Then friction occurred between them and God allowed fear to creep into 
their midst. They had to employ guards. When they changed their overall stance, 
their conditions also changed.” 
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Not Included in God’s Promise 


“Those who, after this, choose to disbelieve are indeed wicked.” (Verse 55) They are the 
ones who do not meet God’s conditions, and, therefore, God’s promise does not 
apply to them. 


God’s promise was fulfilled once, and remained effective for as long as the 
Muslims continued to meet His conditions: “They will thus worship Me alone and 
associate with Me no partners whatsoever.” (Verse 55) This includes any partners, 
whether in the form of deities to which worship is addressed or desires and 
ambitions. They must believe and do righteous deeds. God’s promise applies to 
anyone who meets these conditions, and it remains in force till the end of human life. 
However, victory, power and security may be slow in coming, but this will only be 
the result of a failure by the believers to meet some aspects of the conditions 
outlined, or their failure to attend to a particular duty involved. But when the 
Muslim community has benefited by the trials they have to endure and passed the 
test God sets for them; when they have endured fear and sought security; when they 
yearn for dignity after having suffered humiliation; when they aspire to having 
power after being weak; God’s promise will be fulfilled to them in spite of any 
opposing power. One proviso applies, however: in their perseverance through tests 
and trials, and in their aspiration to the fulfilment of God’s promise, the believers 
must always resort to the means God has outlined and fulfil the conditions He has 
made clear. 


Therefore, the promise is followed with an order to attend to Islamic duties, such 
as prayer, zakat and obeying the Prophet. Moreover, the Prophet and his followers 
must never give any weight to the power of unbelievers who fight them on account 
of their faith. 


Attend regularly to your prayers and pay your zakat, and obey the Messenger, so that 
you might be graced with God's mercy. Do not think that the unbelievers can frustrate 
[God's plan] on earth. The fire is their abode, and vile indeed is such a journey’s end. 
(Verses 56-57) 


Believers must maintain their bond with God, keep their minds and hearts on the 
right path through prayer, resist stinginess, purify themselves as individuals and as a 
community through the payment of zakat, obey the Prophet and accept his 
judgement, implement God’s law in all matters, great or small, so as to set human life 
on the path He has chosen. Believers must do all this so that they “might be graced 
with God's mercy.” (Verse 56) In this life, God’s mercy removes corruption, fear, worry 
and error, and in the hereafter, it removes His punishment. 


Addressing them directly, God says to the believers: if you remain steadfast, 
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following My path, then you need not worry about the might of the unbelievers. 
They cannot frustrate God’s purpose on earth. The power they apparently wield will 
not stand in your way. You are far stronger when equipped with your faith, 
implement your system and raise whatever power you can muster. In material 
power, you may not be a match for them, but believers who strive for the truth can 
work miracles. 


Islam is a great truth which must be carefully examined by anyone who wishes to 
see the fulfilment of God’s promise outlined in the above verses. Such a person must 
also look at how it came true in human history, understand the true meaning of its 
conditions before entertaining any doubt about it or worry about the slowness of its 
fulfilment. 


Never did the Muslim community follow God’s way, implementing the 
constitution He has laid down, allowing it to operate in all spheres of life, without 
reaping the reward of God’s promise to grant it power and security. Whenever it 
abandoned this course, it went to the end of the line, suffered humiliation, lived in 
fear and misery and saw its faith retreat from guiding human life. 


Nevertheless, God’s promise remains in force, and His conditions are well 
defined. Whoever wants to see the promise fulfilled, must do their task and fulfil its 
conditions. No one is ever more true to his promises than God. 
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Perfect Manners 


Believers! Let those whom you rightfully possess, 
and those of you who have not yet attained to 
puberty, ask kave of you at three times of day: 
before the prayer of daybreak, and whenever you 
lay aside your garments in the middle of the day, 
and after the prayer of nightfall. These are three 
occasions on which you may happen to be 
undressed. Beyond these occasions, neither you nor 
they will incur any sin if they move freely about 
you, attending to one another. Thus God makes 
dear to you His revelations. God is All- 
Knowing, Wise. (58) 


Yet when your children attain to puberty, let them 
ask. leave of you, as do those senior to them jin 
age). Thus does God make revelations clear to 
you. God ts All-Knowing, Wise. (59) 


Such elderly women as are past the prospect of 
marriage incur no sin if they lay aside their [outer] 
garments, provided they do not make a showy 
display of their charms. But it ts better for them to 
be modest. God hears all and knows all. (60) 





z 
-8 


aE, aa A y E Š 
pr decid | galg . nll Kok 
o 44 = a i f 4 s vok > Si ” we 
La a alla Sl eS Cpl 
> "F s Tox 
T 

aoda omab Kai 
2 B A A E 

vf Ale Z 3 oe z 7 
Ct NIE One oe 
-T 


720! 


pe! 


2 Ga N i BL ua a 
ÈD sal 7 ee) Sangha 
a Zz 82, _ o- © ga ES 
Bose s 2 T zÀ 
A s ba af nor pA 


3G 


Aws z žo 27 47 


fe f o7 
s “678 g Be 

cm S - @ - 3G" Aar 2 
OAS Ade alg eV oN 


\ 


Pee acd g A “ob 29 h ii 
al Ka Gab al thy 
_ we - 220 oO a C PK 
3 z sa saa ay AB a 
2 € 5 1 oe rn am : 
Ay en Ri tt ay: 
E a> AN ul eanuls 


ee aa f we a 
Jp Y al shl g aega 
£ A A B ane 2 
öl cle gale ould BE 

r a 
i ae Í _ 
Pa g Ay Pee ee eee ale 
9 Era IT O dy 


æn S (7 $ es 
Ae ot 
Se e wy 


Ex 





274 


No blame attaches to the blind, nor does blame 
attach to the lame, nor does blame attach to the 
sick; and neither to yourselves for eating from your 
houses, or your fathers’ houses, or your mothers’ 
houses, or your brothers’ houses, or your sisters’ 
houses, or your paternal uncles’ houses, or your 
paternal aunts’ houses, or your maternal uncles’ 
houses, or your maternal aunts’ houses, or in 
houses of which the Reys are in your possession, or 
im the houses of your friends. You will incur no 
sin by eating in company or separately. But when 
_you enter houses, greet one another with a blessed, 
Loodly greeting, as enjoined by God. Thus does 
God make His revelations clear to you, so that 
_you may use your reason. (61) 


They only are true believers who believe in God 
and His Messenger, and who, whenever they are 
with him upon a matter requiring collective action, 
do not depart unless they have obtained his lave. 
Those who ask leave of you are indeed the ones 
who believe in God and His Messenger. Hence, 
when they ask your leave to attend to some 
business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever 
of them you choose, and pray to God to forgive 
them. God is indeed Much-Foriving, Merciful. 
(62) 
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Do not address God's Messenger in we manner EAS z J F i Gij Ay 
you address one another. God certainly knows 
those of you who would skp away surreptitiously. sill 


So, let those who would go against His bidding o f a TEZ A o Hoo 
beware, lest some affliction or grievous suffering gl Jsb Dig So Ww 2 
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Overview 


Islam is a complete way of life, setting a code that organizes human life in all 
situations. It lays down values that govern all human relations and social actions. 
Islam establishes values that are relevant to points of detail in daily situations and 
behaviour, in the same way as it lays down values and principles that govern serious 
and momentous matters. It ensures harmony between the two and makes acceptance 
by God and earning His pleasure the goal of all human activities. 


The present surah provides an example of such harmony. It specifies certain 
mandatory punishments for serious offences, and it speaks of seeking permission 
before entering others’ homes. Alongside the two it portrays spectacular scenes from 
the universe. The surah then speaks of the Muslims’ proper attitude as they submit to 
the rule of God and His Messenger, contrasting this with the hypocrites’ insolence. 
Alongside this comes God’s true promise to the believers that they will be 
established on earth and live in peace and security. In this last passage, the surah 
again speaks of proper manners within the home, and when inmates need to seek 
permission before entering rooms, so as not to intrude on others’ privacy. It also 
makes clear the requirement of seeking permission before leaving the Prophet. It also 
outlines the proper manner of visiting relatives and friends where one may partake 
of food. Alongside this, it outlines the proper way of addressing the Prophet. All 
these form part of the Islamic manners that every Muslim community should adopt, 
realizing that the Qur’an provides guidance in all life situations, even though they 
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may not be of a serious nature. 


Good Manners at Home 


Believers! Let those whom you rightfully possess, and those of you who have not yet 
attained to puberty, ask leave of you at three times of day: before the prayer of 
daybreak, and whenever you lay aside your garments in the middle of the day, and 
after the prayer of nightfall. These are three occasions on which you may happen to be 
undressed. Beyond these occasions, neither you nor they will incur any sin if they 
move freely about you, attending to one another. Thus God makes clear to you His 
revelations. God is All-Knowing, Wise. (Verse 58) 


Earlier in the surah the proper manner of seeking permission before entering a 
house is outlined. Now the surah speaks of the need to seek permission within the 
home. Servants, who were slaves, and children who are not so young but have not 
yet attained puberty enter rooms without knocking to seek permission, except during 
three times of the day. These are periods of relaxation when adults may be 
undressed. These three occasions are: 1) shortly before the daybreak prayer, i.e. fajr, 
when people normally still wear their night garments, or they may be putting on 
their day clothes in readiness to go out; 2) about midday when people take a nap 
after changing into more comfortable garments for relaxation; and 3) after they have 
offered their nightfall prayer, i.e. ‘isha’. At this time, people put on their night clothes 
for more comfort. 


During these three periods, servants and children below the age of puberty must 
knock before entering rooms in the house so that they do not see their relatives 
undressed. Many people do not observe such manners at home, thinking little of the 
psychological and moral effects of their laxity. Or they may think that servants do 
not stare at their masters’ nakedness, or that children below the age of puberty do 
not take notice. With the progress achieved today in the field of human psychology, 
experts emphasize that people are often influenced for life by what they see or 
experience in childhood, and that such experience may cause them psychological 
problems that are not easy to cure. God, who knows everything, including the finest 
and most subtle feelings, outlines these manners which He wants the Muslim 
community to observe, so that it remains a community with sound hearts and minds, 
free from psychological problems. 


These three occasions are specified because it is more likely that people will be 
undressed. Children and servants are not required to knock before entry all the time, 
because this would be difficult to observe, considering that these two groups 
frequently enter their elders’ rooms: either because servants are going about their 
tasks or because children cannot stay away from their parents for long. Hence the 
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description: “Beyond these occasions, neither you nor they will incur any sin if they move 
freely about you, attending to one another.” We see how the divine instruction strikes a 
balance between the need to ensure that people do not show their nakedness in front 
of others, even though they may be young or servants, and the practical need for 
easy access. Hence, the instruction does not order seeking permission to enter on all 
occasions. 


When children attain to puberty, the same rules of entry apply to them as to those 
who are not related to the family. This means that they must seek permission before 
entering a room at any time, in accordance with the general rules outlined earlier in 
the surah: “Yet when your children attain to puberty, let them ask leave of you, as do those 
senior to them [in age]. Thus does God make revelations clear to you. God is All-Knowing, 
Wise.” (Verse 59) 


We note that the final comment in these verses stresses God’s knowledge and 
wisdom, because the instructions given are based on His knowledge of our inner 
feelings and the manners that are most likely to refine such feelings. In His wisdom, 
God lays down the teachings that set minds and hearts on the right course. 


Rules Relaxed 


Earlier in the surah orders were given requiring women to cover their charms and 
adornments so that there is little room for temptation or exciting desire. An exception 
is made here in the case of older women who no longer have the desire to consort 
with men, and who no longer excite men’s desires: 


Such elderly women as are past the prospect of marriage incur no sin if they lay aside 
their [outer] garments, provided they do not make a showy display of their charms. 
But it is better for them to be modest. God hears all and knows all. (Verse 60) 


Such elder women may, if they choose, put aside their cloaks and outer garments, 
provided that this does not expose their nakedness, and that they do not make a 
show, displaying their charms or adornments. It is better for them that they should 
not do so, continuing to wear their outer, loose garments. In describing such modesty 
the surah uses the word yasta fifna, which is derived from the Arabic root ‘iffah, 
meaning chastity. Thus, this attitude is described as aiming to maintain chastity 
because of the close link between chastity and covering women’s charms, while 
exposing such charms is closely linked to temptation. This instruction is in line with 
the general Islamic view that the best method of guarding people’s chastity is to 
reduce the chances for temptation. 


“God hears all and knows all.” He is aware of all things, including what is uttered 
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and what is entertained in one’s thoughts. The question here is one of intention and 
conscience. 


The surah then tackles another aspect of relations with friends and relatives: 


No blame attaches to the blind, nor does blame attach to the lame, nor does blame 
attach to the sick; and neither to yourselves for eating from your houses, or your 
fathers’ houses, or your mothers’ houses, or your brothers’ houses, or your sisters’ 
houses, or your paternal uncles’ houses, or your paternal aunts’ houses, or your 
maternal uncles’ houses, or your maternal aunts’ houses, or in houses of which the 
keys are in your possession, or in the houses of your friends. You will incur no sin by 
eating in company or separately. But when you enter houses, greet one another with a 
blessed, goodly greeting, as enjoined by God. Thus does God make His revelations 
clear to you, so that you may use your reason. (Verse 61) 


Reports suggest that in the early days of Islam, Muslims used to eat in such houses 
mentioned in this verse without asking the owners’ permission. They also took with 
them poor people who were blind, lame or ill. Then when averse was revealed 
stating: “Do not devour one another's property wrongfully,” (2: 188) they felt very uneasy 
about eating in relatives’ homes. Furthermore, such poor people as were blind, lame 
or ill felt uneasy about joining them, unless they were specifically invited by the 
owner. This reflects the keen sensitivity of the early Muslims, and their desire to 
avoid anything that was even remotely connected with what God prohibited. Hence, 
this present verse was revealed, making it perfectly permissible for relatives to eat in 
the homes of such relatives mentioned in the verse, and to bring with them such 
needy people as the verse describes. All this is understood to be contingent on the 
clear understanding that the home owner is not averse to this, and their eating in his 
home does not cause him any harm. Adding such a proviso is based on general rules 
like those outlined in the following two hadiths: “There shall be no infliction of harm 
on oneself or others,” and “It is not permissible to take the property of a Muslim 
except with his consent.” [Related by al-Shafi*i] 


Since this verse lays down certain legislation we note how it is phrased, choosing 
its wording very carefully so as not to leave any room for doubt or confusion. We 
also note how relatives are mentioned in a specific order. It starts with a reference to 
the homes of one’s own children and spouses without even mentioning these 
relatives. The verse includes these in the general reference to “your houses”, because 
the house of one’s son, daughter, wife or husband is like one’s own. Then other 
homes are mentioned, starting with those belonging to a father, mother, paternal 
uncle and aunt, maternal uncle and aunt. Added to these is a person who is 
entrusted with looking after one’s property, having the keys to it. Such a person may 
eat from that house in accordance with what is reasonable, not taking more than 
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what he needs for his own food. Also added are friends’ homes so as to make the 
relation with them similar to that with one’s own relatives. Indeed, friends may be 
very happy for friends to eat at their homes without the need for any permission. But 
all this is conditional on causing no harm to the home owner. 


Having mentioned the homes in which one may eat without seeking prior 
permission, the verse continues to explain the manner in which such eating may take 
place: “You will incur no sin by eating in company or separately.” In pre-Islamic 
days some Arabs disliked eating alone. If such a person did not find someone to eat 
with, he would not touch the food. God lifted this restriction, because it causes 
unnatural complications. He left the matter simple to cater for all situations. Hence 
people may eat alone or in company. 


The verse adds an instruction on manners to be observed when entering such 
homes where people are allowed to eat: “When you enter houses, greet one another with 
a blessed, goodly greeting, as enjoined by God.” (Verse 61) The phraseology of this 
instruction in the Arabic original employs a fine touch as it says: sallimu ‘ala 
anfusikum “greet yourselves’ to express the meaning given in translation as ‘greet one 
another’. This is an indication of the strength of the relationship between those 
mentioned in this verse. A person who greets his relative or friend is actually 
greeting himself, and the greeting offered is enjoined by God, as though coming from 
Him. It is thus blessed, full of goodness. As such it establishes a bond between them 
that is never severed. 


These instructions emphasize that the believers feel their bond with God in all 
matters and appreciate the wisdom behind divine legislation: “Thus does God make 
His revelations clear to you, so that you may use your reason.” (Verse 61) 


Good Manners with the Prophet 


The surah then moves on to organizing relations within the larger family of the 
Muslim community and its leader, the Prophet, and how Muslims should behave in 
his presence: 


They only are true believers who believe in God and His Messenger, and who, 
whenever they are with him upon a matter requiring collective action, do not depart 
unless they have obtained his leave. Those who ask leave of you are indeed the ones 
who believe in God and His Messenger. Hence, when they ask your leave to attend to 
some business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever of them you choose, and 
pray to God to forgive them. God is indeed Much- Forgiving, Merciful. Do not 
address God’s Messenger in the manner you address one another. God certainly 
knows those of you who would slip away surreptitiously. So, let those who would go 
against His bidding beware, lest some affliction or grievous suffering befall them. To 
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God belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth. Well does He know what you are 
intent upon. One day, all will be brought back to Him, and then He will tell them all 
that they have done. God has full knowledge of everything. (Verses 62-64) 


Ibn Ishag mentions the occasion when these verses were revealed. He says that 
when the Quraysh and the confederate tribes marched towards Madinah, pledging 
to annihilate the Muslims, the Prophet ordered the digging of a moat around the 
entrance to Madinah. He himself took part in the digging work so as to encourage 
those who were also taking part. All Muslims were working hard, except. for a 
number of hypocrites. They tried to hide their lack of commitment by doing a little 
work before sneaking away, without the Prophet’s knowledge or permission. On the 
other hand, the true Muslims continued to work hard. If any of them needed to leave 
for some important business, he mentioned this to the Prophet, requesting 
permission before so leaving. The Prophet granted him permission, and he returned 
as soon as he had attended to the business in hand. They all felt that taking part in 
this work would earn them reward from God. God described those true believers in 
the verse: “They only are true believers...” In reference to the hypocrites who sneaked 
away without permission, God says: “Do not address God’s Messenger in the manner you 
address one another...” 


Whatever was the background behind the revelation of these verses, they include 
important rules for the Muslim community which should be observed between the 
leader and the members of that community. These rules should be so ingrained as to 
become part of the traditions, feelings and regulations within the community. 
Otherwise, the community will fall into total chaos. Thus, “They only are true believers 
who believe in God and His Messenger,” and not the ones who verbally declare 
themselves believers but show no practical evidence of their obedience. “And who, 
whenever they are with him upon a matter requiring collective action, do not depart unless 
they have obtained his leave.” (Verse 62) This applies to serious matters that require 
collective action, such as a decision on going to war, or a matter that concerns the 
whole community. When such a grave matter is being considered or acted upon, 
believers do not absent themselves without first obtaining their leader’s permission. 
Thus, no room is left for disorder. 


People with faith do not seek permission to leave unless they are in real need to do 
so. Their faith and discipline ensure that they are not away when a serious collective 
matter is at hand. The Qur’an, however, gives the Prophet, who is the leader of the 
Muslim community, the right to grant or withhold such permission: “When they ask 
your leave to attend to some business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever of them you 
choose.” (Verse 62) This means that there is no harm in withholding permission, 
should the situation require this. The leader of the Muslim community thus exercises 
his authority in determining whether or not to allow an individual to leave, 
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depending on how he sees the interests of the community being best served. 


Nevertheless, the surah makes clear that it is better for the individual to try to 
overcome personal needs, so as to stay with the Prophet. Receiving permission to 
depart for a while means falling short on fulfilling one’s duty. Hence, it needs for the 
Prophet to pray to God to forgive those who needed to be absent for a time: “When 
they ask your leave to attend to some business of theirs, grant you this leave to whomever of 
them you choose, and pray to God to forgive them. God is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” 
(Verse 62) This puts a check on the believer through his own conscience, ensuring 
that he does not seek a leave of absence in such situations unless he has very 
compelling reasons. 


A Stern Warning to the Disobedient 


The surah then alerts the Muslims to the need to address the Prophet with respect 
when they seek his permission, and indeed in all situations. They should not call him 
by his name or nickname, as they call each other. He is to be addressed as the man 
God has honoured by making him His Messenger: “Do not address God’s Messenger in 
the manner you address one another.” (Verse 63) Indeed people must be full of respect 
for him as God’s Messenger, so that they pay due heed to every word he says and 
every directive he gives. Teachers and leaders should be held in high esteem and 
addressed with respect. The fact that the Prophet was very modest in his approach, 
and easy to deal with, did not mean that it was appropriate for his Companions to 
forget that he was their leader who educated them and refined their manners, 
addressing him as they would address one another. Deep in their hearts, those who 
are being educated should hold their educator in high regard so that they are 
ashamed if they happen to overstep the requirements of respect when dealing with 
him. 


The hypocrites who sneaked away, covering for one another, are given a stern 
warning. If the Prophet could not see them, God was certainly watching them: “God 
certainly knows those of you who would slip away surreptitiously.” (Verse 6.3) The Arabic 
wording, yatasallalun.. ltwadha, practically shows their stealthy movements, as they 
left stealthily, like despicable cowards. 


“So, let those who would go against His bidding beware, lest some affliction or grievous 
suffering befall them.” (Verse 63) The warning here is very stern. Those who disobey 
the Prophet's orders, seeking a way different from his, sneaking away in pursuit of 
personal gain or to avoid potential risk, should beware. They may find themselves in 
the midst of a situation where values and standards are blurred, where the true and 
false are not easily distinguished and the community finds itself in disarray. In such 
a situation no one is sure of his own safety, as people do not abide by the law and 
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good may not be easily distinguished from evil. Such a situation is miserable for 
everyone: “Lest some affliction or grievous suffering befall them.” Such grievous suffering 
could befall people in this life or in the life to come, in retribution for disobeying 
God’s orders and rejecting the way of life He has laid down. 


The surah concludes with a verse that balances the warning with a statement 
making it clear to both believers and unbelievers that God sees them all, and knows 
their actions and the intentions behind each action: 


To God belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth. Well does He know what you 
are intent upon. One day, all will be brought back to Him, and then He will tell them 
all that they have done. God has full knowledge of everything. (Verse 64) 


Thus, the conclusion aims to remind people to remain God-fearing. Being so 
provides the ultimate guarantee for the fulfilment of His orders, abiding by the rules 
He has set, observing the manners He has outlined. We have seen many of these 
clearly stated in this surah, relating to different aspects of life, but all treated on an 
equal footing. 
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SURAH 25 
Al-Furgqan 
(The Criterion) 


Prologue 


This surah, a Makkan revelation, appears to aim at comforting the Prophet and 
giving him solace, reassurance and support as he faced the stubborn rejection, 
maltreatment, haughty argument and open hostility of the Quraysh idolaters. In one 
aspect, it shows the divine kindness bestowed by God on His Messenger, dispelling 
his pain, comforting his heart so that it overflowed with reassurance and showing 
him an abundance of care and compassion. In another aspect, it portrays the fierce 
battle against arrogant mortals who stubbornly oppose God’s Messenger, combining 
falsehood with arrogance, and hostility with a wilful rebuffal of divine guidance. 


It is ordinary people who insult this glorious Qur’an, with such boasting as: “This 
[Qur'an] is nothing but a lie which he has devised with the help of other people.” (Verse 4) 
Or they describe it as: “Fables of ancient times which he has caused to be written down, so 
that they might be read out to him morning and evening.” (Verse 5) Furthermore people 
are ready with their abuse of the Prophet, saying: “The man you follow is certainly 
bewitched.” (Verse 8) Or they may say in ridicule: “Is this the one whom God has sent as 
His emissary?” (Verse 41) As if all this rejection is not enough, such people are often 
ready to direct their arrogant remarks at God Himself: “Yet when they are told, 
Prostrate yourselves before the Most Merciful,’ they ask, ‘What is the Most Merciful? Are we 
to prostrate ourselves before whatever you bid us?’ And they grow more rebellious.” (Verse 
60) Or they may say: “Why have no angels been sent down to us? - or, Why do we not see 
our Lord?” (Verse 21) 


Ever since Noah’s time unbelievers held the same attitude as the Quraysh 
idolaters towards Muhammad, God’s final Messenger. They all objected to the fact 
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that God’s Messenger was mortal, an ordinary man like them, saying: “What sort of 
messenger is this, who eats food and goes about in the market places? Why has not an angel 
been sent down to him to give warning alongside him?” (Verse 7) They also objected to his 
limited wealth, saying: “Why has not a treasure been granted to him?” (Verse 8) They 
further objected to the method of revelation: “The unbelievers ask: Why has not the 
Qur'an been revealed to him all at once?” (Verse 32) Such voiced objections came on top 
of their blatant rejection of faith, as also their ridicule and aggression. 


The Prophet Muhammad, (peace be upon him), confronted all this alone, having 
neither physical power nor wealth. He stood within his appropriate limits, 
suggesting nothing to his Lord, doing nothing other than turning to his Lord seeking 
His pleasure, caring for nothing else. He prayed: “My Lord! If You are not displeased 
with me, I do not care what I face... To You I submit until I earn Your pleasure.” 


Here, in this surah, we see the Prophet enjoying his Lord’s compassion, who gives 
him comfort and solace, and provides him with support against all the difficulties 
placed in his way, including the ridicule of others. After all, they are often impolite 
with their Lord who creates them and gives them all that they have. The Prophet 
then should not be much troubled if he receives a little of such ridicule and ill 
treatment. “Yet people worship, instead of God, things that can neither benefit nor harm 
them. An unbeliever always gives support against his Lord.” (Verse 55) “Yet, some choose to 
worship, instead of Him, deities that cannot create anything but are themselves created, and 
have it not in their power to avert harm from, or bring benefit to, themselves, and have no 
power over death, life or resurrection.” (Verse 3) “Yet when they are told, ‘Prostrate 
yourselves before the Most Merciful,’ they ask, ‘What is the Most Merciful?” (Verse 60) 


God redresses the ridicule the Prophet suffers by portraying the very low level 
into which the unbelievers have sunk: “Have you considered the one who makes his 
desires his deity? Could you, then, be held responsible for him? Or do you think that most of 
them listen and use their reason? They are but like cattle. Nay, they are even far worse 
astray.” (Verses 43-44) God promises him support in any dispute or argument he may 
have with them: “Whenever they come to you with an argument, We shall reveal to you the 
truth and the best explanation.” (Verse 33) 


When the battle is over, God shows His Messenger scenes of the destruction of 
earlier communities which rejected His messages, such as the people of Noah, the 
‘Ad, Thamtd and the people of al-Rass, as well as others. The way they met their 
dismal end is shown in a series of images from the Day of Resurrection: “Those who 
will be gathered to hell on their faces - they will be worst in station and still farther away 
from the [right] path.” (Verse 34) “Nay! It is the Last Hour that they deny. For those who 
deny the Last Hour We have prepared a blazing fire. When it sees them from a far-off place, 
they will hear its fug and its raging sigh. And when, chained together, they are flung into a 
tight space within, they will pray for extinction there and then. [But they will be told]: “Do 
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not pray today for one single extinction, but pray for many extinctions!’” (Verses 11-13) 
“On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands and say: ‘Would that I had followed the path 
shown to me by the Messenger. Oh, woe is me! Would that I had never taken so-and-so for a 
friend!” (Verses 27-28) 


God further comforts him by the fact that he faces the same difficulties earlier 
messengers faced: “Even before you, We never sent messengers other than [men] who 
indeed ate food and went about in the market places.” (Verse 20) “Thus against every 
prophet We have set up enemies from among those who are guilty. Sufficient is your Lord to 
provide guidance and support.” (Verse 31) 


God also makes clear to him that his task is to remain patient against all adversity, 
standing up to the unbelievers and striving hard against them using the Qur’an to 
make his argument clear, well founded and overpowering. “Do not obey the 
unbelievers, but strive most vigorously against them with this Qur’an.” (Verse 52) The 
Prophet is clearly told that his best support in his striving for God's cause is to place 
his trust in God alone: “Hence, place your trust in the Living One who does not die, and 
extol His limitless glory and praise. Sufficient is it that He is well aware of his servants’ 
sins.” (Verse 58) 


The surah continues along the same lines: one aspect of it overflows with solace 
and reassurance given by God to His Messenger, and the other portrays the 
intransigence of the unbelievers and the difficulties they put up against him. It 
threatens them with punishment and destruction that will be visited upon them by 
God Almighty. It thus moves on until it approaches its end when it spreads an air of 
ease, comfort, peace and reassurance. It portrays a detailed image of ‘the servants of 
God the Most Merciful’. These are the people “who walk gently on earth, and who, 
whenever the ignorant address them, say: Peace.” (Verse 63) They are seen here as if they 
are the final product of the long Jihad, or tough striving against people who 
stubbornly refuse to abandon their erroneous ways and follow divine guidance, or 
the sweet fruit of the human tree, despite its thorny branches. The surah ends with a 
picture of how little value humanity has in God’s sight, except for those believers 
who turn to Him and address their prayers to Him alone: “Say: No weight or value 
would my Lord attach to you were it not for you calling out [to Him]. You have indeed denied 
[His message], and in time this [sin] will cleave unto you.” (Verse 77) 


Such is the general atmosphere of the surah and such is its subject matter. It is a 
single unit that is hard to divide into sections, but we can distinguish four parts in its 
treatment of themes. 


The first part begins with extolling God’s limitless glory and praising Him for the 
revelation of the Qur’an which serves as a warner to mankind. It emphasizes in clear, 
unequivocal terms God’s oneness and sovereignty over the heavens and the earth. It 
affirms that He alone controls the universe and conducts its affairs in His absolute 
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wisdom, making it clear that He has neither offspring nor partner. It then mentions 
that the unbelievers nevertheless ascribe divinity to alleged deities that can create 
nothing, but are themselves created. All this is stated before referring to their hurtful 
statements about God’s Messenger, denying his message and alleging that it is 
fabrication of his own making, or the fables of ancient communities. It also comes 
before any reference to their objection to Muhammad, God’s Messenger, being a 
human being who eats food and walks in the streets and market places. Also later 
come their other statements suggesting that he should be supported by an angel, or 
that he should have a treasure or a garden providing him with all his food. 
Furthermore, the surah reports their insults claiming that he is bewitched. It appears 
that the surah begins by quoting their denials of their Lord so as to comfort the 
Prophet as he hears their abusive remarks about him and his message. 


The surah then declares that they have gone far astray as they deny the Last Hour. 
It warns them against the punishment God has prepared for them in hell, where they 
are to be thrown in a narrow space, chained one to the other. It contrasts this with an 
image of the believers in heaven where they abide forever, enjoying whatever they 
wish. It further shows their fate on the Day of Judgement when they are made to face 
their alleged deities which will confront them with the falsity of their beliefs. This 
first line in the surah ends with further consolation to the Prophet, making it clear to 
him that all earlier messengers God sent were mortals like him who ate food and 
walked about the streets and market places. 


The second part begins with the arrogant statements of those who deny their 
inevitable meeting with God. They impudently say: “Why have no angels been sent 
down to us? — or, Why do we not see our Lord?” (Verse 21) They are then quickly 
brought face to face with a scene of the day when they will see the angels: “it will be a 
day of dire distress for the unbelievers. On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands and say: 
‘Would that I had followed the path shown to me by the Messenger.’” 


(Verses 26-27) This is meant to give reassurance to the Prophet as he complains to 
his Lord about his people’s disregard of the Qur’an. It quotes their objections to the 
way the Qur'an is revealed as they ask: “Why has not the Qur’an been revealed to him all 
at once?” (Verse 32) The answer to this objection is a scene showing them being 
gathered to hell on their faces on the Day of Judgement, the day they now deny. 
Further comment is given in an outline of the fate of past communities that similarly 
rejected the faith, such as the peoples of Noah, Moses, and the *Ad, Thamid, al-Rass 
and many other generations in between. It wonders at their attitude as they pass by 
the destroyed towns of the people of Lot taking no heed. All this is meant to comfort 
the Prophet as he hears their ridicule when they refer to him saying: “Is this the one 
whom God has sent as His emissary?” (Verse 41) The surah comments on their ridicule, 
putting them in their rightful place: “They are but like cattle. Nay, they are even far worse 
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astray.” (Verse 44) 


The third part of the surah is made up of a number of scenes from the universe, 
starting with a description of the shadow and moving to the scene of the succession 
of day and night, before showing the wind as a herald of revitalizing rain and the 
creation of man from water. Despite all this, the unbelievers continue to worship 
deities that have no power to bring them benefit or cause them harm. They even go 
further, by aiding one another against their Lord who has created them. When they 
are called upon to address their worship to the only true Lord of the universe, they 
revert to arrogance: “Yet when they are told, ‘Prostrate yourselves before the Most 
Merciful, “they ask: What is the Most Merciful?” (Verse 60) The surah explains that God 
is “He who has set up in the skies great constellations, and has placed among them a lamp 
and a light-giving moon. And He it is who causes the night and the day to succeed one 
another; [a clear sign] for him who would take heed or would show gratitude.” (Verses 61- 
62) 


The fourth and final part of the surah paints a detailed picture of the “servants of 
the Most Merciful’, showing them as they prostrate themselves before Him in total 
devotion, recording their statements that earn them their noble positions as His 
servants. It opens the door of repentance to anyone who wishes to join this group, 
describing their reward for their perseverance and patience in the face of adversity, 
and their fulfilment of the requirements of faith: “These will be rewarded for all their 
patient endurance [in life] with a high station in heaven, and will be met there with a greeting 
of welcome and peace.” (Verse 75) 


The surah concludes with a statement to the effect that all mankind would have 
been discarded by God, had it not been for those of His servants who obey Him and 
do His bidding, recognizing His authority and His right to be obeyed. By putting 
erring humanity in its place, the Qur'an also shows that the harassment the Prophet 
is subjected to should be seen as trivial, for that is what it really is. 
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To Distinguish Right from 
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In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 


Bkessed is He who from on high bestowed upon 
Hiss servant the do standard to discern the true 
from the false, so that it might be a warning to all 
the worlds: (1) 


He to whom belongs the dominion over the 
heavens and the earth, and who begets no of- 
spring, and has no partner in His dominion. It is 
He who has created all things and ordained them 
in due proportions. (2) 


Yet, some choose to worship, instead of Him, 
deities that cannot create anything but are 
themselves created, and have it not in their power 
to avert harm from, or bring benefit to, themselves, 
and have no power over death, lie or resurrection. 


(3) 


The unbehevers say: This [Ouran] 1s nothing 
but a he which he has devised with the help of 
other people? In truth, it is they who have 
perpetrated an inequity and a falsehood. (£) 
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And they say: Fables of ancient times which he 
has caused to be written down, so that they might 
be read out to him morning and evening,’ (5) 


Say: This [Quran] is bestowed from on high by 
Him who knows the secrets of the heavens and 
the earth, He is indeed Much-Forgiving 
Merciful. (6) 


They also say: What sort of messenger is this, 
who eats food and goes about in the market- 
places? Why has not an angel been sent down to 
him to give warning alongside him? (T) 


Or why has not a treasure been granted to bim? 
Or he should have a garden to provide his 
sustenance.’ The wrongdoers say: The man you 
follow is certainly bewitched.’ (8) 


See to what they iken you. They have certainly 
gone astray and are unable to find a way back [to 
the truth]. (9) 


Bkessed is He who, of it be His will, shall give you 
better things than these; gardens through which 


running waters flow, and shall give you palaces 
too. (10) 


Nay! It is the Last Hour that they deny. For 
those who deny the Last Hour We have prepared 


a blazing fire. (11) 


When it sees them from a far-off place, they nill 
hear its fury and its raging sigh. (12) 
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And when, chained together, they are flung into a 
tight space within, they will pray for extinction 
there and then. (13) 


[But they will be told): ‘Do not pray today for one 
singh extinction, but pray for many extinctions! 
(14) 


Say: Which is better: that, or the paradise of 
eternity which the God-fearing have been promised 
as their revard and their ultimate abode?’ (15) 


There they will have all they wish for, abiding 
there forever. It is a promise given by your Lord, 
abyays to be prayed jor. (16) 


On the day He gathers them with all those they 
worship instead of God, He wil ask: Was it 
_you who led these My servants astray, or did they 
by themselves stray from the right path?’ (17) 


They will say: Limitless are You in Your glory! 
It was never proper for us to take for our masters 
anyone but Yourself. But You allowed them and 
their fathers to enjoy [the pleasures of] life, until 
they forgot the Renunder. For they were peopk 
devoid of all good.’ (18) 


[Then God mill say]: Now have they denied all 
_your assertions, and you can neither avert [your 
punishment] nor obtain help. Whoever of you 
does wrong, him shall We cause to taste grievous 


suffering,’ (19) 
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The Purpose of Qur’anic Revelations 


This opening gives a clear indication of the main themes of the surah, namely the 
revelation of the Qur’an by God, the addressing of its message to all mankind, God’s 
absolute oneness that admits no partner or offspring, and His sovereignty over the 
whole universe which He, in His wisdom, controls. Yet despite all this, the 
unbelievers continue to associate partners with Him and the fabricators persevere in 
their falsehood. Moreover, baseless arguments and arrogant statements are made. 


“Blessed is He who from on high bestowed upon His servant the standard to discern the 
true from the false, so that it might be a warning to all the worlds.” (Verse 1) The Arabic 
word, tabarak, translated here as ‘blessed’ is a derivative of the root word, barakah, 
denoting blessing but adds a further dimension of increase and growth so as to 
signify the continuous increase of praise and God’s blessings. God is not mentioned 
in the verse by name. Rather, a relative noun is used, “He who from on high bestowed... 
the standard.” This is useful in highlighting His action of sending a message to 
mankind, because the essential argument of the surah is the truth of the revelation of 
the Qur’an and its message. 


The Qur’an is named here as ‘al-Furgan’, which is also the title of the surah. The 
name indicates distinction and separation between the truth and falsehood, divine 
guidance and erroneous beliefs. Furthermore, the Qur’an makes a clear distinction 
between two different ways of life and two epochs in human life. It outlines a clear 
way Of life as it is conceived in human conscience and in practice. This way of life is 
distinct from anything humanity has ever known. It ushers in a new era for 
humanity, unlike anything it ever witnessed. Thus it is a criterion in this broad sense, 
separating the stage of human childhood that has just ended from the stage of 
maturity about to begin. The age of physical miracles is thus ended to start that of 
rational miracles. Moreover, local and provisional messages come to an end with the 
revelation of the Qur’an, God’s final and universal message to all mankind: “so that it 
might be a warning to all the worlds.” (Verse 1) 
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Special honour for God’s Messenger is shown at this point, describing him as 
‘God’s servant’. The same description is given to him when the Prophet's night 
journey is highlighted. “Limitless in His glory is He who transported His servant by night 
from the Sacred Mosque [in Makkah] to the Aqsa Mosque [in Jerusalem].” (17: 1) Also in 
the context of prayer and supplication, the Prophet is given the same description: 
“When His servant stood up praying to Him...” (72: 19) Another instance of using this 
description is the opening of Surah 18 which also speaks of the revelation of the 
Qur'an: “All praise is due to God who has bestowed this Book from on high on His servant, 
and has ensured that it remains free of distortion.” (18: 1) Describing man as God’s 
servant in these contexts indicates the highest and most honourable status to which 
any human being can aspire. It also serves as an implicit reminder that when man 
achieves his highest status, he is no more than God’s servant, while the position of 
majesty belongs to Him alone, with absolutely no hint or suggestion of there being 
anyone who bears any resemblance to Him or is His partner. It was situations like 
the Prophet's night journey to Jerusalem and from there to heaven, or direct 
supplication to God and speaking to Him, or receiving His directives and revelations 
that tempted some of the followers of earlier messengers to weave legends speaking 
about a son of God or a relationship other than that of Godhead and servitude to 
Him. Hence, the Qur’an emphasizes the status of man’s servitude to God as the 
highest position to which a chosen human being can aspire. 


The surah defines God’s purpose of the revelation of the Qur’an to His servant, “so 
that it might be a warning to all the worlds.” (Verse 1) As a Makkan revelation, this 
Qur’anic statement is important as it proves the universal character of the Islamic 
message right from its early days. This is contrary to the claims made by some non- 
Muslim ‘historians’ suggesting that the Islamic message initially had only local 
aspirations, but became more ambitious and outward looking as it secured a number 
of military victories. The truth is that this message was addressed from the start to all 
mankind. By its very nature, and the means it employed, it was clearly a universal 
message aiming to take all mankind into a new era, where a new code and style of 
life are implemented. It defined its universal nature when the Prophet was still in 
Makkah, facing determined and unrelenting opposition. It sought to achieve all this 
through the Qur’an, the criterion God revealed to His Messenger to serve as a 
warning to all the worlds. 


The One who revealed to His Messenger this standard is “He to whom belongs the 
dominion over the heavens and the earth, and who begets no offspring, and has no partner in 
His dominion. It is He who has created all things and ordained them in due proportions.” 
(Verse 2) 


Once more God is not mentioned here by name, but a relative pronoun is used 
instead to emphasize certain suitable attributes of His: “He to whom belongs the 
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dominion over the heavens and the earth.” He has absolute dominion over the heavens 
and the earth: a dominion that signifies ownership, control and ability to change and 
transform. 


“Who begets no offspring.” Procreation is one of the natural laws God has set in 
operation to ensure the continuity of life, but God is Eternal and able to accomplish 
His purpose, whatever that may be. 


He “has no partner in His dominion.” Everything in the heavens and the earth 
testifies to the unity of design, nature, law and control. 


“It is He who has created all things and ordained them in due proportions.” He 
determines the size, shape, function, time and place of everything as well as all their 
interactions and harmonization. 


The nature of the universe, its make up and constitution fill us with wonder. It 
makes nonsense of any suggestion that the universe came into being by chance. It 
demonstrates the meticulous and detailed proportioning of creation, which human 
knowledge can hardly manage to fathom even in one area of the vast universe. With 
every scientific progress made, more aspects of the harmony and balance in the 
universe and its natural laws are discovered. Consequently, we can better appreciate 
the meaning of this wonderful statement: “It is He who has created all things and 
ordained them in due proportions.” 


It is useful to mention here some scientific facts that emphasize the fine 
proportions observed in the creation of our world. A.C. Morrison writes: 


It is at least extraordinary that in this adjustment of nature there should have 
been such exquisite nicety. For, had the crust of the earth been ten feet 
thicker, there would be no oxygen, without which animal life is impossible; 
and had the ocean been a few feet deeper, carbon dioxide and oxygen would 
have been absorbed and vegetable life on the surface of the land could not 
exist... If the atmosphere had been much thinner, some of the meteors which 
are now burned in the outer atmosphere by the millions every day would 
strike all parts of the earth. They travel from six to forty miles a second and 
would set fire to every burnable object. If they travelled as slowly as a bullet, 
they would all hit the earth and the consequences would be dire. As for man, 
the impact of a tiny meteor travelling ninety times as fast as a bullet would 
tear him in pieces by the heat of its passage. The atmosphere is just thick 
enough to let in the actinic rays needed for vegetation and to kill bacteria, 
produce vitamins, and not harm man unless he exposes himself too long. In 
spite of all the gaseous emanations from the earth of all the ages, most of 
them poisonous, the atmosphere remains practically uncontaminated and 
unchanging in its balanced relationship necessary to man’s very existence. 
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The great balance wheel is that vast mass of water, the sea, from which have 
come life, food, rain, temperate climate, plants, animals, and ultimately man 
himself.2° 


If, for instance, instead of 21 per cent oxygen were 50 per cent or more of the 
atmosphere, all combustible substances in the world would become 
inflammable to such an extent that the first stroke of lightning to hit a tree 
would ignite the forest, which would almost explode. If it were reduced to 10 
per cent or less, life might through the ages have adjusted itself to it, but few 
of the elements of civilization now so familiar to man, such as fire, would be 
available.*! 


How strange is the system of checks and balances which has prevented any 
animal, no matter how ferocious, how large, or subtle, from dominating the 
earth since the age of trilobites and probably not then. Man only has upset 
this balance of nature by moving plants and animals from place to place, and 
he has immediately paid a severe penalty in the development of animal, 
insect, and plant pests. 


A striking illustration which will point out specifically the importance of 
recognizing these checks in connection with the existence of man is the 
following fact. Many years ago a species of cactus was planted in Australia as 
a protective fence. The cactus had no insect enemies in Australia and soon 
began a prodigious growth. The march of the cactus persisted until it had 
covered an area approximately as great as England, crowded the inhabitants 
out of towns and villages, and destroyed their farms, making cultivation 
impossible. No device which the people discovered could stop its spread. 
Australia was in danger of being overwhelmed by a silent, uncontrollable, 
advancing army of vegetation. The entomologists scoured the world and 
finally found an insect which lived exclusively on cactus, would eat nothing 
else, would breed freely, and which had no enemies in Australia. Here the 
animal conquered the vegetation and today the cactus pest has retreated, and 
with it all but a small protective residue of the insects, enough to hold the 
cactus in check forever. 


The checks and balances have been provided, and have been persistently 
effective. Why has not the malarial mosquito so dominated the earth that our 
ancestors through the ages have not either died or become immune? The 
same may be said of the yellow fever mosquito, which lived one season as far 
north as New York. Mosquitoes are plentiful in the Arctic. Why has not the 


20 A.C. Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, Morrison and Gibb Ltd., London, 1962, pp. 27-28. 
21 Ibid., p. 30. 
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tsetse fly evolved so that he would live in other than his tropical 
surroundings and wipe out the human race? One has but to mention the 
plagues and the deadly germs against which man has had no protection until 
yesterday, and his total lack of knowledge of sanitation as an animal, to 
understand how wonderful has been his preservation... 


The insects have no lungs such as man possesses, but breathe through tubes. 
When insects grow large the tubes cannot grow in relation to the increasing size of 
the body of the insect. Hence there never has been an insect more than inches long 
and a little longer wing spread. Because of the mechanism of their structure and their 
method of breathing, there never could be an insect of great size. This limit in their 
growth held all insects in check and prevented them from dominating the world. If 
this physical check had not been provided, man could not exist. Imagine a primitive 
man meeting a hornet as big as a lion or a spider equally large. 


Little has been said regarding the many other marvellous adjustments in the 
physiology of animals, without which no animal, or indeed vegetable, could continue 
to exist.?? 


Thus, day by day, human knowledge uncovers more and more of the elaborate 
system that gives every creature their measure, proportion and balance. With such 
increased knowledge we appreciate even better the significance of the Qur’anic 
statement: “It is He who has created all things and ordained them in due proportions.” 
(Verse 2) 


The unbelievers at the time of the Prophet did not understand any of this. Hence 
they persisted with their unbelief. “Yet, some choose to worship, instead of Him, deities 
that cannot create anything but are themselves created, and have it not in their power to avert 
harm from, or bring benefit to, themselves, and have no power over death, life or 
resurrection.” (Verse 3) 


Their false deities are deprived of the most essential characteristics of Godhead. 
Thus, they “cannot create anything,” while God has created everything, and false 
deities “are themselves created.” Their servants create them in the sense that they make 
them, if they are statues or idols, while if they are angels, devils, humans or some 
other object of God’s making, then God creates them, in the sense of bringing them 
into existence. Furthermore, they “have it not in their power to avert harm from, or bring 
benefit to, themselves,” let alone doing so to others. Someone who might not be able to 
bring himself benefit may still be able to cause harm, but even this is out of the hands 
of such false deities. Hence, this is mentioned first as the easiest thing to do, then it is 


followed by other qualities that only God can have: they “have no power over death, life 





2 Tbid., pp. 92-94. 
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or resurrection.” If these deities cannot cause a living thing to die, or bring to life 
anything dead, or bring someone to life after death, what characteristic of Godhead 
could they have? How could these idolaters ascribe divinity to such beings? 


It is a case of straying so far from the truth that it is not surprising that they make 
singular claims against the Prophet. Their claims against God are even more singular 
and more impudent. Could there he anything worse than that a human being should 
claim that God has partners when it is God who has created him as well as 
everything else in the universe? The Prophet was asked: “Which is the most cardinal 
sin?” His reply was: “That you should claim that God has equals, when it is He who 
has created you.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim] 


Accusations without Basis 


Having shown how they fabricate such allegations against God, who is limitless in 
His glory, the surah refers to their impudent claims against God’s Messenger, 
replying to them in a way that shows how false and absurd it all is. 


The unbelievers say: “This [Qur’an] is nothing but a lie which he has devised with the 
help of other people.’ In truth, it is they who have perpetrated an inequity and a 
falsehood. And they say: Fables of ancient times which he has caused to be written 
down, so that they might be read out to him morning and evening.’ Say: “This 
[Qur’an] is bestowed from on high by Him who knows the secrets of the heavens and 
the earth. He is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.’ (Verses 4-6) 


It was a most blatant lie that the unbelievers of the Quraysh said when they knew 
deep at heart that it had absolutely no basis. Their elders who instructed them to 
circulate these lies were fully aware that the Qur’an which Muhammad recited could 
not have been authored by a human being. They actually knew this given their 
appreciation of fine poetry. Furthermore, they could not stop themselves from being 
influenced by the Qur’an. Moreover, they knew Muhammad long before his 
prophethood, and they were aware that he was exemplary in his honesty: he never 
told a lie, broke a promise, or breached a trust. How could he, then, invent a lie 
against God, attributing to Him words which He did not say? 


But they were stubborn, motivated by fear for their social status that relied on 
religious position. Hence, they resorted to such tactics, making false allegations that 
could be accepted by ordinary people who might not have similar literary talent. 
They claimed that the Qur’an was “nothing but a lie which he has devised with the help of 
other people.” (Verse 4) It is said that those other people were three foreign slaves, or 
even more. This is such an absurd allegation. If a man could, with the help of others, 
devise this Qur’an, or invent it, what would stop them from producing, with the help 
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of others, a similar Qur’an to refute Muhammad’s argument? He repeatedly 
challenged them to do so and they failed to take up the challenge. 


Hence why the surah does not employ any argument to refute their absurd 
allegations. Instead, it gives its clear judgement on their statements: “They have 
perpetrated an inequity and a falsehood.” (Verse 4) It is an act of injustice against the 
truth, Muhammad and themselves. Moreover, it is a blatant falsehood. 


The surah gives other examples of their false accusations against the Prophet and 
the Qur’an: “And they say: Fables of ancient times which he has caused to be written down, 
so that they might be read out to him morning and evening.” (Verse 5) The Qur’an gives 
accounts of the history of past communities for the dual purpose of serving as 
lessons and admonition for people, and providing guidance for them. The 
unbelievers, however, label such true accounts of history as ‘fables of ancient times’, 
alleging that the Prophet sought such fables to be written down so that they could be 
read out to him, because he was unlettered, unable to read. When they were read to 
him every morning and evening, he would then recite them to people claiming that 
they were revealed to him by God. Such unfounded allegations do not stand up to 
any examination. We need only look at the logical sequence of the historical accounts 
given in the Qur’an, the relevance of each story to the context in which it is placed, 
and the perfect balance and harmony between the objectives of each story and the 
surah in which it occurs. All this confirms the deliberate choice and meticulous 
presentation of Qur’anic historical accounts. Nothing of this is found in legends and 
fables that are related for entertainment. They hardly ever serve a basic theme or 
support a particular idea. 


Their allegation that these accounts were fables of ancient communities indicates 
that they were accounts of events that took place much earlier. This means that 
Muhammad (peace be upon him) could not have known them without being taught 
by some of those who circulated such fables, generation after generation. Hence, the 
surah replies that the One who revealed them to Muhammad was the One whose 
knowledge is absolute. It is He who knows all secrets everywhere in the universe. 
Indeed, no situation, past present or future, is unknown to Him: “Say: This [Qur’an] is 
bestowed from on high by Him who knows the secrets of the heavens and the earth.” (Verse 6) 
How could the knowledge of legend reciters be compared with God’s perfect 
knowledge? How could legends and fables be compared to the secrets of the heavens 
and the earth, which are perfectly known to God? This is no more than comparing a 
drop of water to an endless ocean. 


When they make such absurd allegations against the Prophet they commit a gross 
error, which is added to their persistent associating of partners with God, their 
Creator. Nevertheless, the door to repentance remains open, if they wish to desist 
from their sinful ways. God, who is fully aware of their fabrications and schemes, 
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will extend mercy and forgiveness to them: “He is indeed Much-Forgiving, Merciful.” 
(Verse 6) 


The surah then examines their false accusations against the Prophet, their absurd 
objections to his being human, and their unreasonable suggestions about his 
message: 


They also say: ‘What sort of messenger is this, who eats food and goes about in the 
market places? Why has not an angel been sent down to him to give warning 
alongside him? Or why has not a treasure been granted to him? Or he should have a 
garden to provide his sustenance. ‘The wrongdoers say: “The man you follow is 
certainly bewitched.’ See to what they liken you. They have certainly gone astray and 
are unable to find a way back. Blessed is He who, if it be His will, shall give you better 
things than these; gardens through which running waters flow, and shall give you 
palaces too. (Verses 7-10) 


The first point they make concerns Muhammad’s status: they wonder why he eats 
food and goes about the streets and market places. Why is he an ordinary human 
being, doing what other humans do? This is an objection all communities made 
against every messenger God sent. How could such a person, raised by such a 
family, living with them and behaving like them in all respects,, be a messenger from 
God, receiving revelations from on high? How could he have contact with another 
world, receiving knowledge that is unavailable to them when he is just one of them, 
while they receive no such revelations and know nothing about this other world? 


Honouring Mankind 


From this angle, the whole idea seems unlikely. However, taken from another 
angle, it seems perfectly natural. God has breathed of His own spirit in man, and 
with this breath man has become distinguished among all God's creation, and placed 
in charge of the earth. Yet human knowledge, experience, and abilities remain 
limited and inadequate. God would not leave man without support and guidance to 
show him the way to fulfil his trust. Hence, He gave him the potential to be in 
contact with Him through the breath of the divine spirit that distinguishes him. It is 
no wonder that God should choose a human being who has the spiritual potential to 
receive His message and so impart to him what guides him and humanity along the 
right way. 


This is an aspect of the grace God bestows on man, which appears amazing in one 
way and perfectly natural in another. But those who do not know the value of this 
creature and the true nature of the honour God has bestowed on him deny that a 
human being should be in contact with God through divine revelation. They refuse 


299 


Al-Furqan (The Criterion) | TO DISTINGUISH RIGHT FROM FALSE 


to acknowledge that such a person should be chosen by God as His Messenger. They 
think that angels are better placed to carry out such a role: “Why has not an angel been 
sent down to him to give warning alongside him?” (Verse 7) But God had ordered the 
angels to prostrate themselves before man as He granted him superior qualities 
associated with the breathing of His spirit in him. 


It is divine wisdom that determines the sending of a human messenger to a 
human community. Such a messenger shares their feelings, experiences, hopes and 
sorrows. He knows their aspirations, needs and limitations. Thus, he understands 
their weaknesses, taps their strengths, and leads them along the way, step by step, 
knowing their motivations and reactions. After all, he is one of them, guiding them 
towards God’s pleasure, supported by His revelation and guidance. 


For their part they find in God’s human Messenger an easy example to follow. He 
is one of them who takes them gradually along the road to a sublime standard. He 
lives among them implementing the moral standards, the actions and the duties God 
requires them to observe and fulfil. Thus, he personally serves as the practical 
implementation of the faith he preaches. Everything in his life and behaviour are 
presented to them so that they can look at every detail and aspire to follow his 
example, knowing that it is within man’s capability. Had God’s Messenger been an 
angel, they would not think about his actions and behaviour, and would not even 
attempt to follow his suit. They would feel that since he has a different nature, they 
could not aspire to his standard or follow his example. 


We see how God’s infinite wisdom, which ordains all things in due proportion, 
has determined that His Messenger should be a human being so that he fulfils the 
role of leading mankind along the way He has laid down for them. To object to this 
choice is to betray ignorance of such wisdom and the honour God has granted 
mankind. 


Another absurd objection focused on God’s Messenger walking about the market- 
place earning his living. His position as Messenger would have been recognized had 
he been granted great wealth to save him the trouble of so working for his living: “Or 
why has not a treasure been granted to him? Or he should have a garden to provide his 
sustenance.” (Verse 8) 


But God willed that His Messenger should not have treasure or garden, because 
He wanted him to be a perfect example to be followed by his community. He was to 
fulfil the great task of delivering his message while he worked, earning a living at the 
same time. Thus, none of his followers could argue that the Prophet was freed from 
the responsibility of work, and thus was able to devote all his time to his message. 
None would take this as an excuse for not fulfilling his duty towards the divine 
message. We see clearly that the Prophet worked for his living while he also worked 
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for his message. It is right, then, that everyone of his followers should do the same, 
so as to fulfil his own task towards the divine faith. 


Wealth was later given in abundance to the Prophet so as the first experience 
should be completed and the example he provided be perfected. He did not allow 
such wealth to become his preoccupation, preventing him from the fulfilment of his 
task. Indeed, his generosity was so superior that it was likened by his Companions to 
unrestrained wind. He provided a perfect example in resisting the lure of wealth so 
as to enable his followers to look at affluence in the proper perspective. Thus, no one 
could say that Muhammad was able to fulfil the duties of his message because he 
was poor, having no preoccupations of wealth, free from the task of looking after it. 
Instead, he fulfilled his duties in both situations of poverty and affluence. 


Besides, what value is wealth, treasures and gardens when compared with contact 
between man, a weak mortal, and God the Eternal? What significance has this earth 
and all that it contains, or indeed this whole universe, when compared to contact 
with God the Creator who grants everyone all that they have? But unbelievers 
appreciate nothing of this. 


The surah then refers to another false accusation the unbelievers repeated time 
after time against the Prophet. The Qur’an mentions this blatant lie here as well as in 
Surah 17, The Night Journey. In both surahs the Qur’an gives the exact same reply to 
this accusation quoting it in exactly the same words in both surahs. “The wrongdoers 
say: ‘The man you follow is certainly bewitched.’ See to what they liken you. They have 
certainly gone astray and are unable to find a way back [to the truth].” (Verses 8-9) 


Both surahs deal with more or less the same subject, tackling it in similar fashion. 
Needless to say, the unbelievers employ such a personal attack against the Prophet 
aiming to detract from his social standing. They liken him to a man who is 
bewitched, saying things that normal people do not say. Yet at the same time their 
accusation implies recognition that what he says is unusual or unfamiliar in the sense 
that it is above human standards. The reply the surah gives wonders at their attitude: 
“See to what they liken you.” They liken him to bewitched people at one time, accuse 
him of false fabrication at another, and even compare him at times to those who 
relate legends. All this is far beyond the truth. They have missed every road that 
leads to the truth and are left in error: “They have certainly gone astray and are unable to 
find a way back [to the truth].” (Verse 9) 


This argument ends on a note that shows the stupidity of their suggestions. They 
propose that the Prophet should be given some luxuries, thinking that a true 
messenger of God should have plenty of such worldly comforts as a treasure store or 
a garden providing him with his food requirements. Had God so willed, he would 
have given him much more than everything they suggest: “Blessed is He who, if it be 
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His will, shall give you better things than these; gardens through which running waters flow, 
and shall give you palaces too.” (Verse 10) But God has willed to give His Messenger 
what is much better and more valuable than gardens and palaces. He has given him 
a direct relation with the One who gives all such luxuries, bestowing on him His care 
and guidance. He enjoys this relationship which is far superior to any worldly 
comfort or luxury, great as it may be. 


Denying Resurrection 


At this point in its discussion of their wrongful statements about God and His 
Messenger, the surah reveals another dimension of their disbelief. They deny the Last 
Hour. Hence, they have no qualms about making baseless accusations or 
fabrications. They do not fear that they will face God who will hold them to account 
for their lies’ and fabrications. We see them here as they stand on the Day of 
Judgement when hardened hearts are shaken to their core. They are made to see 
what awaits them there in comparison with the happiness that is prepared for the 
believers: 


Nay! It is the Last Hour that they deny. For those who deny the Last Hour We have 
prepared a blazing fire. When it sees them from a far-off place, they will hear its fury 
and its raging sigh. And when, chained together, they are flung into a tight space 
within, they will pray for extinction there and then. [But they will be told]: Do not 
pray today for one single extinction, but pray for many extinctions!’ Say: ‘Which is 
better: that, or the paradise of eternity which the God-fearing have been promised as 
their reward and their ultimate abode?’ There they will have all they wish for, abiding 
there forever. It is a promise given by your Lord, always to be prayed for. (Verses 1 1- 
16) 


They have indeed denied the Last Hour going to great extents in their disbelief. 
The Qur’anic expression implies this as it puts aside all that was said earlier in order 
to magnify the extent: “Nay! It is the Last Hour that they deny.” It then paints the 
destiny that awaits those who are guilty of such a terrible thing. It is a blazing fire 
made ready to receive them: “For those who deny the Last Hour We have prepared a 
blazing fire.” (Verse 11) 


Personification, or the representation of inanimate objects or states as having life 
of their own, is a special artistic feature the Qur’an employs to such perfection that it 
defies imitation. It makes such objects so alive that we take them as such. 


Here we are in front of the blazing fire which is now granted life. It looks and sees 
at a distance those who have denied the Last Hour. It is angry, furious with them, 
raging to engulf them. As they proceed towards it, it wants to take them all at once. It 


302 


Al-Furgan (The Criterion) | TO DISTINGUISH RIGHT FROM FALSE 


is a fearful scene that leaves even the most courageous badly shaken. 


Then we see them having arrived there. They are not just left to face such a raging 
fire, but are thrown in it, their hands and feet chained together. The tightness of the 
area increases their misery and makes it impossible for them to free themselves from 
their chains. Then we see them, having despaired of breaking loose, realizing that 
their stress is endless. Therefore, they pray for their own destruction as a way out of 
this endless misery: “When, chained together, they are flung into a tight space within, they 
will pray for extinction there and then.” (Verse 13) Their own destruction seems to them 
the best that they can hope for as a way of escaping this unbearable torment. But they 
soon hear the answer to their prayers. It is a sarcastic response that fills them with 
bitterness: “Do not pray today for one single extinction, but pray for many extinctions!” 
(Verse 14) To be destroyed and made extinct once is not sufficient to redeem them. 
Hence, the sarcastic suggestion. 


In contrast to such fearful prospects, the surah portrays what is prepared in the 
hereafter for the God-fearing who are eager to meet their Lord and who believe in 
the Last Hour. Again, sarcasm is fully employed to leave its telling effect on the 
unbelievers: 


Say: Which is better: that, or the paradise of eternity which the God- fearing have been 
promised as their reward and their ultimate abode? There they will have all they wish 
for, abiding there forever. It is a promise given by your Lord, always to be prayed for. 
(Verses 15-16) 


Which is better: the end of the unbelievers already described in the surah or the 
paradise God has promised to the believers. He has indeed given them leave to ask 
Him about it, requesting the fulfilment of His promise, which is always honoured. 
They are free to request there whatever they wish for. Can the two be compared? The 
question is put sarcastically by way of reply to their own sarcasm levelled at the 
Prophet (peace be upon him). 


The surah goes on to portray another scene of the Day of Judgement which is 
denied by the unbelievers. Now we see them gathered together with their alleged 
deities, and they all stand before God for interrogation: 


On the day He gathers them with all those they worship instead of God, He will ask: 
‘Was it you who led these My servants astray, or did they by themselves stray from 
the right path?’ They will say. ‘Limitless are You in Your glory! It was never proper 
for us to take for our masters anyone but Yourself But You allowed them and their 
fathers to enjoy [the pleasures of] life, until they forgot the Reminder. For they were 
people devoid of all good. ‘[Then God will say]: ‘Now have they denied all your 
assertions, and you can neither avert [your punishment] nor obtain help. Whoever of 
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you does wrong, him shall We cause to taste grievous suffering.’ (Verses 17-19) 


The ones who were worshipped may be idols, angels or jinn, and indeed everyone 
and everything that has ever been worshipped instead of God or alongside Him. God 
certainly knows all the answers, but the interrogation carried out when all creatures 
are gathered together, standing there in the open, means reproach and publicity. As 
such the very interrogation is a means of fearful suffering. The answer comes from 
those who were worshipped. They declare their own submission to God Almighty, 
and that He is free of all that the unbelievers allege. They disclaim not merely any 
aspiration to Godhead, but also any thought on their part of taking for themselves 
any masters other than Him. They also ridicule the ignorant who associated partners 
with God and denied the Last Hour: “They will say: Limitless are You in Your glory! It 
was never proper for us to take for our masters anyone but Yourself. But You allowed them 
and their fathers to enjoy [the pleasures of] life, until they forgot the Reminder. For they were 
people devoid of all good.” (Verse 18) 


The enjoyment that people are allowed for a long time, inheriting it generation 
after generation, without acknowledgement of the One who gives such blessings or 
expression of thanks and gratitude to Him, has been their main preoccupation. They 
forgot to turn to the One who gives us everything we have, and thus their hearts 
became devoid of all goodness, barren, like a land without fruit, vegetation or life. 


At this point, the address is directed to those who worshipped such beings, 
emphasizing their humiliation: “Now have they denied all your assertions, and you can 
neither avert [your punishment] nor obtain help.” (Verse 19) You cannot do anything for 
yourselves, neither avoiding your well deserved punishment, nor gaining support 
from anyone or any quarter. 


All this is shown as a scene of the Day of Judgement which is held before our eyes. 
Suddenly, the address is made to those unbelievers in their present condition here on 
earth: “Whoever of you does wrong, him shall We cause to taste grievous suffering.” (Verse 
19) Such is the Qur’anic method of addressing people’s hearts at the moment when 
they are ready to respond, influenced as they may be by the fearful scene already 
portrayed. 


Entrusting God’s Message to Man 


Thus they are shown to have witnessed the end of all false fabrication concerning 
faith and ridicule of God’s Messenger. Now the surah addresses the Prophet 
consoling and reassuring him, telling him that his was not a special case among 
God’s messengers. They all shared the same essential attributes: 
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Even before you, We never sent messengers other than [men] who indeed ate food and 
went about in the market places. We have made some of you a means of testing others. 
Are you able to endure with patience? Surely your Lord sees all. (Verse 20) 


If the unbelievers voice objections, these are not made against the Prophet in 
person; rather, they are objections to a law God has put in place for a definite 
purpose: “We have made some of you a means of testing others.” Thus, those who do not 
appreciate God’s wisdom and plans will object, while those who have full trust in 
His wisdom and support will persevere and remain reassured. The divine message 
will continue the struggle using human means and methods, so that those who have 
faith will demonstrate their patience in adversity: “Are you able to endure with 
patience?” 


“Surely your Lord sees all.” He sees human nature, and what is in people’s inner 
thoughts. He sees to what end each one is driving. We note here the use of the 
possessive pronoun, “your Lord’, to give the Prophet a feeling of comfort and 
reassurance. God knows what best affects people’s hearts and feelings. 
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Below Animal Level 


Those who entertain no hope of meeting Us say: 
Why have no angels been sent down to us? — or, 
Why do we not see our Lord?’ Indeed, they are 
jar too proud of themselves and they have been 
insolently overbearing, (21) 


On the day when they shall see the angels, the 
sinners will receive no happy news then, and they 
will say: ‘a forbidding ban!’ (22) 


We shall turn to whatever deeds they have done, 
and We shall transform it all into scattered dust. 
(23) 


On that day, those destined for paradise will be 
graced nith the best of abodes and the fairest place 


of repose. (24) 


On the day when the skies shall be rent asunder 
with clouds, and the angels shall be sent down [in 
ranks]. (25) 


On that day, true sovereignty belongs to the Most 
Merciful [alone]. It will be a day of dire distress 
Jor the unbelievers. (26) 


On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands 
and say: Would that I had followed the path 
shown to me by the Messenger. (27) 
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Oh, woe is me! Would that I had never taken so- 
and-so for a friend! (28) 


He surely led me astray from the Reminder after 
it had come to me!’ Satan is ever treacherous to 


man. (29) 


And the Messenger will say: My Lord! My 
people have regarded this Qur'an as something to 
be discarded’ (30) 


Thus against every prophet We have set up 
enemies from among those who are guilty. 
Supucent is your Lord to provide guidance and 


support. (31) 


The unbehevers ask: Why has not the Quran 
been revealed to him all at once?’ Thus [it has 
been revealed] so that We might strengthen your 
heart with it, and We have imparted it to you by 
gradual revelation. (32) 


Whenever they come to you with an argument, 
We shall reveal to you the truth and the best 
explanation. (33) 


Those who will be gathered to hell on their faces — 
they will be worst in station and still farther away 


from the [night] path. G4) 


Indeed, We gave the book to Moses, and 
appointed his brother Aaron to helb him to bear 
his burden. (35) 
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And We said: ‘Go you both to the people who 
denied Our signs,’ and then We utterly destroyed 
those peopk. (36) 


When the people of Noah reected thar 
messengers, We caused them to drown, and mace 
of them an example for mankind. For the 
wrongdoers We have prepared grievous suffering. 


37) 


And also the Ad and Thamid, and the people 
of al-Rass, and many generations in between. 
(38) 


To each of them did We proffer lessons, and each 
of them did We utterly annihilate. (39) 


They must have surely passed by the town which 
was rained upon with a shower of evil. Have they, 
then, never seen it? But nay, they would not 
beheve in resurrection. (40) 


When they see you, they make you a target of 
ther mockery, [saying]: Ts this the one whom 
God has sent as His emissary? (41) 


He could almost have led us astray from our 
deities, had we not been steadfastly attached to 
them!’ But in time, when they see the suffering, 
they will come to know who it was that went 
farthest astray. (42) 


Have you considered the one who makes his 
desires his deity? Could you, then, be held 
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are even far worse astray. (44) 





Overview 


This second passage of the surah, like the first, starts with the allegations, 
suggestions and objections made by the unbelievers as a prelude to their statements 
about the Prophet himself. All this is given here with the aim of comforting the 
Prophet. In this passage, however, we have an early account of the punishment in 
store for their arrogance, one which is posited in a series of images of the hereafter. 
All this is given in reply to their question: “Why have no angels been sent down to us?’- 
or, ‘Why do we not see our Lord?” (Verse 21) 


The surah then quotes their objection to the revelation of the Qur'an over a long 
period, and explains the purpose behind this, reassuring the Prophet that God’s help 
is ready at hand whenever the unbelievers challenge him: “Whenever they come to you 
with an argument, We shall reveal to you the truth and the best explanation.” (Verse 33) 


The surah describes to the Prophet and the unbelievers the fate suffered by earlier 
communities which denied God’s messages, reminding them in particular of the 
destruction suffered by Lot's people. This has a greater effect, because they pass by 
that township, with its remains telling its terrible story. Yet they are hardened to it, 
and its sight does not inspire them to take steps in order to avoid a similar fate. 


All this is given by way of introduction to the unbelievers’ ridicule of the Prophet 
and their offensive remarks about him. The surah immediately delivers a strong 
comment on this portraying them in a very contemptible light: “They are but like cattle. 
Nay, they are even far worse astray.” (Verse 44) 


Ominous Prospects for the Unbelievers 


Those who entertain no hope of meeting Us say: ‘Why have no angels been sent down 
to us?’ — or, ‘Why do we not see our Lord?’ Indeed, they are far too proud of 
themselves and they have been insolently overbearing. On the day when they shall see 
the angels, the sinners will receive no happy news then, and they will say: ‘a 
forbidding ban!’ We shall turn to whatever deeds they have done, and We shall 
transform it all into scattered dust. On that day, those destined for paradise will be 
graced with the best of abodes and the fairest place of repose. On the day when the 
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skies shall be rent asunder with clouds, and the angels shall be sent down [in ranks]. 
On that day, true sovereignty belongs to the Most Merciful [alone]. It will be a day of 
dire distress for the unbelievers. On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands and 
say: ‘Would that I had followed the path shown to me by the Messenger. Oh, woe is 
me! Would that I had never taken so- and-so for a friend! He surely led me astray from 
the Reminder after it had come to me!’ Satan is ever treacherous to man. (Verses 21- 
29) 


The unbelievers do not hope to meet God. This means that they do not expect such 
a meeting and do not take it into account so as to determine their prior behaviour. In 
their hearts they do not feel any awe of God. Hence, they are ready to make 
utterances that no one who expects to meet God would entertain. “Those who entertain 
no hope of meeting Us say: Why have no angels been sent down to us? - or, Why do we not 
see our Lord?” (Verse 21) 


They considered it unreasonable that God’s Messenger should be a man. They 
demanded that angels be sent to them testifying to the truth of the message in order 
for them to believe in it. An alternative demand they made was that they should see 
God, so as to believe in Him. Such an overbearing attitude betrays the sort of 
ignorance associated with denying God and His attributes, having no proper esteem 
for Him. Who are they to make such overbearing demands? What are they in 
comparison with God Almighty? In God’s dominion, they are no more than a 
particle floating aimlessly in the air, unless they establish a bond between them and 
God through believing in Him, deriving their strength from Him. Hence, the reply 
given them in the same verse shows the source of their overbearing attitude: “Indeed, 
they are far too proud of themselves and they have been insolently overbearing.” (Verse 21) 


They have given themselves airs and graces, become conceited, proud and 
haughty. All of which has led them to great transgression. Their pride is their main 
preoccupation, which means that they no longer give proper estimation to other 
things and values. They think themselves too great, or masters of the universe who 
deserve that God should appear before them in person so that they can believe in 
Him. 


A truly sarcastic reply is given to them as they are informed of the terrible 
eventuality awaiting them when they see the angels, which is the less overbearing of 
their demands. For they will only see the angels on a very hard and difficult day on 
which they will be destined to receive unbearable and inescapable suffering. That is 
the Day of Reckoning when evil deeds are punished. “On the day when they shall see 
the angels, the sinners will receive no happy news then, and they will say: ‘a forbidding 
ban!” (Verse 22) 


This is the day when their suggestion is granted, “On the day when they shall see the 
angels”. No good news is given to the sinners on that day, for their punishment 
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awaits them. How terrible is the fulfilment of their request! This is when they say, a 
forbidding ban!’ This phrase used to be said by the Arabs to avert evil and enemies. It 
is a sort of appeal which hopes to drive enemies away and avoid any harm that 
might ensue. They utter it on that day by force of habit, because the whole thing 
comes as a Surprise. But what will their words avail them of on that day? 


“We shall turn to whatever deeds they have done, and We shall transform it all into 
scattered dust.” (Verse 23) It all happens in a brief moment. Our imagination follows 
the motion described in detail, with actions being raised and thrown up in the air. In 
no time, all good works they did in this present life are left like scattered dust, 
because they were not based on faith. Faith establishes a bond between people’s 
hearts and God, and makes good works a way of life, chosen on purpose with due 
reflection, not in response to a fleeting whim or sudden impulse. With believers, 
good works are never reduced to the sort of single action that does not reflect a well 
defined method and clear objective. 


According to Islam, man’s life and action are closely related to the universe and 
the law that governs its existence and binds it all to God, including man and all his 
activities in life. When man’s life is separated from its central access that relates it to 
the universe, he finds himself lost, without influence and with no value attached to 
his work. Indeed his actions become non-existent. It is faith that binds man to his 
Lord, adding value to his actions and giving them credit in the overall system of the 
universe. 


Hence, the works of the unbelievers are thus made to die, and their death is shown 
in a highly tangible image: “We shall turn to whatever deeds they have done, and We shall 
transform it all into scattered dust.” (Verse 23) 


On the other side we find the believers, who dwell in heaven, in a perfectly 
contrasting image: “On that day, those destined for paradise will be graced with the best of 
abodes and the fairest place of repose.” (Verse 24) They are well settled, enjoying their 
comfort. This feeling of settlement contrasts with the scattered dust in the opposite 
image, and the reassurance felt by the believers contrasts with the fear of the 
unbelievers that obliges them to make a worried prayer. 


The unbelievers also used to suggest that God and the angels should appear 
before them on the tops of clouds. Such suggestions perhaps show the influence of 
Jewish legends speaking of God revealing Himself over a cloud or a column of fire. 
Therefore, the Qur’an shows another image of the day when their request to see 
angels is granted: “On the day when the skies shall be rent asunder with clouds, and the 
angels shall be sent down [in ranks]. On that day, true sovereignty belongs to the Most 
Merciful [alone].” (Verses 25-26) 


This verse, and many others in the Qur’an, make it clear that that day will witness 
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far-reaching celestial events indicating a complete collapse of the system that controls 
all parts of the universe, including all celestial bodies. Such an upheaval indicates the 
end of this world. This upheaval is not limited to the earth, but includes planets, 
stars, solar systems and galaxies. It is useful to look at some aspects of this upheaval 
as described in different surahs: “When the sun is darkened, when the stars fall and 
disperse, when the mountains are made to move away... when the seas are set alight.” (81: 1-3 
and 6) “When the sky is cleft asunder, when the stars are scattered, when the oceans are made 
to explode, when the graves are hurled about.” (82: 1-4) “When the sky is rent asunder, 
obeying her Lord in true submission; when the earth is stretched out and casts forth all that is 
within her and becomes empty, obeying her Lord in true submission!” (84: 1-5) “When the 
sky is rent asunder and becomes red like burning oil.” (55: 37) “When the earth is severely 
shaken, and when the mountains crumble away, so as to become like scattered dust.” (56: 4-6) 
“When the trumpet is blown with a single blast, and the earth and the mountains are lifted up 
and crushed with a single stroke! Then that which must come to pass will on that day have 
come to pass; and the sky will be rent asunder — for, frail will it have become on that day.” 
(69: 13-16) “On a day when the sky will be like molten lead, and the mountains will be like 
tufts of wool.” (70: 8-9) “When the earth is rocked by her [final] earthquake, when the earth 
shakes off her burdens.” (99: 1-2) “The day when people will be like scattered moths, and the 
mountains like tufts of carded wool.” (101: 4-5) “Wait, then, for the day when the skies shall 
bring forth a pall of smoke which will make obvious [the approach of the Last Hour], 
enveloping all mankind. “Grievous is this suffering!” (44: 10-11) “On the day when the earth 
and the mountains will be convulsed, and the mountains will become like a sand-dune on the 
move.” (73: 14) “On that day, the skies shall be rent asunder.” (73: 18) “When the earth is 
systematically levelled down.” (89: 21) “When every eye is dazzled, and the moon darkens, 
and the sun and the moon are brought together.” (75: 7-9) “When the stars are effaced, and 
when the sky is rent asunder, and when the mountains are scattered like dust.” (77: 8-10) 
“They ask you about the mountains. Say: My Lord will scatter them far and wide, and leave 
the earth level and bare, with no curves or ruggedness to be seen.” (20: 105-107) “You will 
see the mountains, which you deem so firm, pass away as clouds pass away.” (27: 88) “One 
day We shall cause the mountains to move and you will see the earth void and bare.” (18: 47) 
“On the day when the earth shall be changed into another earth, as shall be the heavens.” (14: 
48) “On that Day We shall roll up the heavens like a scroll of parchment.” (21: 104) 


All these verses indicate that our world will come to a fearful end characterized by 
a violent shake-up of the earth, while the mountains will be scattered like dust. The 
seas will be set alight, or made to explode, either by being overfull as a result of the 
upheaval taking place or its molecules will explode and turn into fire. The stars will 
be darkened, the sky rent asunder and the planets scattered. Distances will be 
confused as the sun and the moon will be brought together. 


The sky will look like smoke at one time and alight and red at another. It is a 
fearful event that leaves nothing in place. 
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What Use is Regret? 


In this surah God threatens the unbelievers with the sky being rent asunder by 
clouds. This may be a reference to clouds formed out of the vapours produced by the 
great explosions. On that day, the angels will go to the unbelievers, as the latter 
suggested, but their task will not be to confirm the Prophet’s message, but rather to 
administer punishment to the unbelievers as God will have ordered: “It will be a day 
of dire distress for the unbelievers.” (Verse 26) So why do they want the angels to go to 
them when their arrival signals so much distress? 


The surah then portrays an image showing the regret and remorse felt by the 
unbelievers. It is portrayed at length, in detail, giving the impression that it is 
unending, where every wrongdoer bites his own hand in a gesture of regret: 


On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands and say: ‘Would that I had followed the 
path shown to me by the Messenger. Oh, woe is me! Would that I had never taken so- 
and-so for a friend He surely led me astray from the Reminder after it had come to 
me!’ Satan is ever treacherous to man. (Verses 27-29) 


Everything around the wrongdoing unbeliever is still, while he sends out 
expressions of regret, with sorrow marking his voice. The rhythm here is deliberately 
long to add to the sound effects. As we read or hear these verses, we also seem to 
participate in the expression of regret. “On that day the wrongdoer will bite his hands.” 
(Verse 27) One hand is not enough. He bites both, alternating from one to the other, 
because his sorrow and regret are so keen. The movement itself is very common, 
expressing what the person making it feels. Hence, it is shown in full clarity. 


The wrongdoer will also say: “Would that I had followed the path shown to me by the 
Messenger!” (Verse 27) Would that I followed his way and had not moved a single 
step away from it! He says this about God’s Messenger despite the fact that he had 
denied the very possibility that God might have entrusted him with a message. 


“Oh, woe is me! Would that I had never taken so-and-so for a friend!” (Verse 28) No 
name is mentioned here, but the friend is described as ‘so and so’ to include every 
bad friend who encouraged him to turn away from the path of God’s Messenger and 
follow the wrong way. “He surely led me astray from the Reminder after it had come to 
me!” (Verse 29) He was indeed Satan’s aide, or was himself just another Satan. “Satan 
is ever treacherous to man,” leading him into situations of error and letting him down 
when he most needs help. 


We see how the Qur’an shakes their hearts, painting these fearful scenes of their 
fate as though this is already happening before their eyes. Yet still they deny God 
and speak of Him in a way that shows no respect. Indeed they make careless 
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suggestions when what awaits them is certain to fill them with regret. 


Perhaps we should add that some reports mention that these verses were revealed 
to the Prophet by way of comment on an incident involving “Uqbah ibn Abi Mu‘ayt, 
who frequently visited and sat with the Prophet. One day he invited the Prophet for 
a meal. The Prophet said that he would not eat “Uqbah’s food unless ~Uqbah uttered 
the declaration, ‘I bear witness that there is no deity other than God, and that 
Muhammad is God’s Messenger.’ “Uqbah did so. His friend, Ubayy ibn Khalaf, 
however later remonstrated with him, saying: “You have abandoned your religion.’ 
“Ugbah said: “No, by God! It was only that he refused to eat my food when he was in 
my home, and I felt embarrassed, so I granted his wish.” Ubayy said: ‘I will not be 
satisfied unless you go and step over him and spit in his face.” “Uqbah looked for the 
Prophet until he found him in prostration near Dar al-Nadwah, and he did just that. 
The Prophet said to him: ‘Should I ever meet you outside Makkah, I will hit your 
head with my sword.’ “Ugbah was taken prisoner in the Battle of Badr, and the 
Prophet ordered `Ali to execute him. 


A Complaint by God’s Messenger 


After these scenes of the Day of Judgement the surah brings us back to this world 
with a discussion of the unbelievers attitude towards the Prophet and their 
objections to the method of revealing the Qur’an from on high. This part of the surah 
again ends with a scene of what happens to the unbelievers on the Day of 
Judgement. 


And the Messenger will say: My Lord! My people have regarded this Qur’an as 
something to be discarded!’ Thus against every prophet We have set up enemies from 
among those who are guilty. Sufficient is your Lord to provide guidance and support. 
The unbelievers ask: ‘Why has not the Qur'an been revealed to him all at once?” Thus 
[it has been revealed] so that We might strengthen your heart with it, and We have 
imparted it to you by gradual revelation. Whenever they come to you with an 
argument, We shall reveal to you the truth and the best explanation. Those who will 
be gathered to hell on their faces - they will be worst in station and still farther away 
from the [right] path. (Verses 30-34) 


They have abandoned the Qur’an, which God revealed to His Messenger to warn 
and explain to them what lies ahead for mankind. They refused to listen to it because 
they feared they would be attracted to its message. Stubbornly, they refused to 
consider its message which would have guided them to the truth and given them 
light. Although God revealed it as a constitution for human life, guiding it to all that 
is best, they shut their minds to it. “And the Messenger will say: My Lord! My people 
have regarded this Qur'an as something to he discarded!” (Verse 30) His Lord certainly 
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knew this, but God’s Messenger made his complaint, humbly stating that he had 
exerted his best efforts, but still his people adamantly refused to listen to the Qur’an 
and consider its message. 


God comforts His Messenger, telling him that the same was the case with all 
earlier messengers. Every prophet has had enemies who discard divine guidance and 
deliberately turn people away from faith. But God is certain to guide His messengers 
to the way that ensures their victory over foul and wicked enemies. “Thus against 
every prophet We have set up enemies from among those who are guilty. Sufficient is your 
Lord to provide guidance and support.” (Verse 31) 


Divine wisdom is perfect indeed. The fact that wicked people wage war against 
prophets and their messages is certain to strengthen these messages, giving them the 
sort of seriousness that fits their nature. The struggle of advocates of divine faith 
against those who fight it may be hard, involving much sacrifice, but it is such 
struggle that eventually distinguishes true and sincere advocates from false ones, 
strengthening the former and expelling the latter. Thus, only those who are true to 
their faith, dedicated to its cause, aspiring to no personal or easy gain remain, 
dedicating their efforts to God alone. 


Had advocacy of the divine faith been comfortable and easy, moving along a 
smooth way adorned with flowers, and without opposition, everyone would have 
become an advocate. Indeed true causes would have been muddled with false ones, 
and much confusion would have resulted. When a message or a cause faces 
determined opposition, the struggle for it becomes inevitable and sacrifice necessary. 
Only serious believers are ready to endure pain and make sacrifices for their causes, 
because such believers consider their faith to be more important than this whole 
world and the comforts it offers. Indeed, to them, faith is more important than life 
itself. Only the strongest in faith and most enduring among them can carry this fight 
to its end, because these are the ones who aspire most to what God has in store for 
them. 


It is those who render sacrifices and remain steadfast that are eventually entrusted 
with the implementation of the divine message, because they are the ones who, 
having paid the heavy price of victory, are able to shoulder its continued burden. 
Their experience teaches them how to overcome the many hazards that lie along their 
way. The hardship they endure sharpens their abilities and talents, increases their 
strength and knowledge. All these will stand them in good stead as they continue to 
advocate the divine faith in all situations. 


What happens in most cases is that the majority of people stand aside while the 
struggle between the wicked and advocates of the divine faith rages on. The 
sacrifices of these advocates will inevitably mount, but their steadfastness, despite 
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the great pain they have to endure, remains strong and they are not shaken in any 
way. As a result, the multitude standing by begin to feel that the message these 
believers advocate is more precious than all their sacrifices. They start to examine it 
in order to see what makes such a message dearer to its advocates than life. What 
happens then is that these people, who have long stood by, begin to embrace the 
faith in large numbers. 


For this reason God has willed that every prophet has to face enemies. Such 
wicked people stand in the face of the divine message, which is the message of truth. 
Its advocates then resist its enemies and bear whatever sacrifices they are called on to 
give. The end is predetermined, and those who place their trust in God are certain of 
it. It is the provision of divine guidance that leads to the ultimate victory: “Sufficient 
is your Lord to provide guidance and support.” (Verse 31) 


That the wicked should stand against prophets is only natural. The prophets 
advocate the message of the truth which is given at the appropriate time to rectify 
corruption that creeps into community life or into human life in general. This is a 
corruption that affects hearts, systems and life itself. Such corruption is initiated, 
promoted and exploited by the wicked. They are the ones whose interests and values 
are served through the promotion of such corruption. Their opposition to the 
prophets aims to defend themselves and their interests. They want to retain the 
corrupt atmosphere in which they thrive. Some insects are stifled by the fine smell of 
flowers because they can only survive on dump heaps. Some worms survive only in 
dirty stagnating water, and perish in clean, running water. Such are the wicked. 
Hence their hostility to the message of truth. They fight it tooth and nail. But it is 
only natural that it will emerge triumphant, because it promotes life and looks up to 
the sublime horizon which binds it to God. “Sufficient is your Lord to provide guidance 
and support.” (Verse 31) 


The Time Span of Qur’anic Revelations 


The surah goes on examining the arguments of the wicked who stand in 
opposition to the Qur’an: 


The unbelievers ask: ‘Why has not the Qur’an been revealed to him all at once?’ Thus 
[it has been revealed] so that We might strengthen your heart with it, and We have 
imparted it to you by gradual revelation. (Verse 32) 


The purpose of revealing the Qur’an is to re-educate a community and establish a 
new social order. Such a task requires time. In a process of proper education it is not 
enough to understand the words being said, rather one must interact with them as 
also with the ideas expressed. This interaction should then be brought into the 
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practical world. Human nature does not go through a total transformation overnight, 
as a result of reading a book which provides a complete new way of life. It is more 
likely to be influenced day by day, and by one aspect after another. This gives human 
nature the chance to gradually, but thoroughly understand it, and to get used to it bit 
by bit, bearing the responsibilities it requires. Thus, people are not scared off as they 
might be were it presented in full, surrounded by difficulties. This gradual approach 
is like serving a fresh nourishing meal every day, from which the recipient becomes 
stronger and better able to benefit by the next meal, enjoying it even more. 


The Qur’an provides a comprehensive way of life, as well as a system of education 
that suits human nature. For it is revealed by God, the Creator of human nature who 
knows it thoroughly. For this reason, it was revealed in parts, to suit the real needs of 
the Muslim community as it came into existence and began to grow. It is not meant 
to be a theoretical book which is read for enjoyment or increasing one’s knowledge. It 
is meant to be implemented in full, with every task accomplished and every detailed 
order carried out. Indeed its verses are ‘orders of the day’ which Muslims receive 
and start to implement immediately, just like military personnel receive their daily 
orders on the battlefield. They must understand these orders properly, interact with, 
and implement them. 


For all this, the Qur’an was revealed in small parts, explaining things first to the 
Prophet and strengthening his resolve to fulfil his task. Its revelation progressed, one 
passage or surah after another, as suited the different stages along the road the 
Muslim community travelled. “Thus [it has been revealed] so that We might strengthen 
your heart with it, and We have imparted it to you by gradual revelation.” (Verse 32) The 
Arabic term tartil, translated here as ‘gradual revelation’, indicates successive steps 
according to God’s knowledge of what suited the Muslims at the time and their 
readiness to receive more. 


This method accomplished miracles in transforming the community which so 
received it, interacting with it day after day and absorbing its message part after part. 
When the Muslims ignored this method, viewing the Qur’an as a book for theoretical 
knowledge and recitation in worship only, they no longer benefited by it. They 
simply abandoned its method which aimed to reshape their way of thinking and 
their everyday lives. 


The surah continues to reassure the Prophet that he will be given the ultimate 
argument and the final evidence whenever the unbelievers come up with a new 
suggestion or objection. “Whenever they come to you with an argument, We shall reveal to 
you the truth and the best explanation.” (Verse 33) 


Their argument is false, and God refutes it with the truth. Indeed the Qur'an aims 
to establish the truth in full clarity. It does not aim to win an argument or to be 
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applauded in a debate. It has no time for such pursuits. 


God, limitless is He in His glory, promises to help His Messenger in any argument 
he may have with his people. He follows the truth, and God empowers him with the 
truth that overcomes all falsehood. How can the unbelievers’ argument stand up to 
God’s ultimate proof? How can the falsehood they advocate resist the overpowering 
truth revealed by God? 


This passage ends with an image showing the unbelievers’ resurrection and how 
they are gathered in hell, as a punishment for their rejection of the truth and for their 
upholding twisted logic and values: “Those who will be gathered to hell on their faces - 
they will be worst in station and still farther away from the [right] path.” (Verse 34) This 
picture of them gathering on their faces in hell is a very humiliating one. It contrasts 
with their arrogance and turning away from the truth. This image is placed before 
the Prophet to strengthen him against the opposition he faced from them. It is also 
placed before them as a warning against what awaits them. The portrait as a whole is 
meant to undermine their arrogance and show how weak their position is. Yet 
despite such strong warnings, they stubbornly held on to their rejection of the truth. 


The Fate of Earlier Unbelievers 


The surah then makes some quick and brief references to earlier communities who 
rejected God's message, as given to them through His messengers. First we are told 
about Moses who was granted the support of his brother Aaron. Aaron was to share 
the task assigned to Moses. They were ordered to confront the people who ‘denied 
Our signs’, for Pharaoh and his people denied God’s signs even before Moses and 
Aaron were sent to them with God’s message. Such signs are available all the time, 
giving clear evidence. God’s messengers simply remind people of their negligence of 
such signs. Before the second verse speaking about them is completed, a quick 
picture of their fate is shown: “We utterly destroyed these people.” (Verse 36) 


This is followed by a reference to Noah's people who ‘rejected their messengers’ and 
in consequence, God ‘caused them to drown’. It should be explained here that Noah’s 
people denied only Noah’s message and their rejection applied only to him, but we 
have to remember that Noah only preached the faith advocated by all God’s 
messengers. Hence, when they rejected what he told them, it was as though they 
rejected all messengers, most of whom lived after their own time. God states that He 
‘made of them an example for mankind.’ (Verse 37) The great floods could not be 
forgotten despite the passage of time. Anyone who looks carefully at the result of 
that flood will understand its lesson, provided he approaches it with an open mind. 
“For the wrongdoers We have prepared grievous suffering.” (Verse 37) It is now ready, 
requiring no further waiting. We note that the wrongdoers are mentioned by their 
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attribute, rather than by the use of a pronoun, which would have been perfectly 
correct from the point of view of style, but mentioning this quality explains the 
reason behind their punishment. 


The next verse groups together the “Ad, Thamid and the people of al-Rass, as well 
as many generations in between. Al-Rass refers to a ground well which was not 
properly built. Its people, who lived in a village in Yamamah, killed the Prophet sent 
to them. Al-Tabari, however, says that they are the ones mentioned in Surah 85, The 
Constellations, as having lit a fire in a great pit to burn all the believers. Whatever the 
truth of this, the fact remains that all these communities faced the same fate after they 
were given a clear message, proffering clear lessons. None heeded what they were 
told and none averted the terrible fate against which they were warned. 


All these peoples, as well as Lot’s township which suffered a shower of evil rained 
upon it, followed the same line and shared the same fate: “To each of them did We 
proffer lessons” so that they may take heed. But this was not to be. Hence, the outcome 
of their stubborn rejection of God’s message was that “each of them did We utterly 
annihilate.” (Verse 39) 


The surah makes this very quick reference to all these communities, ending by 
mentioning the fate of Lot’s people, whose township, Sodom, the Arabs passed by on 
their summer trade journey to Syria. Sodom was destroyed with a volcanic rain that 
brought on them gases and stones, destroying the town completely. The surah states 
that they did not take heed because they did not believe in resurrection and did not 
hope to meet God. Hence, their hearts remained hardened. This gave rise to their 
objections to, and ridicule of their messengers. 


Ridiculing God’s Messenger 


After this quick reference to earlier communities, the surah mentions the ridicule 
faced by the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) from his people. This follows 
upon the earlier mention of their arrogance and objection to the method of revelation 
of the Qur’an. The surah also earlier described what will happen to them on the Day 
of Resurrection, and also the fate suffered by earlier unbelievers. All this is given by 
way of solace to the Prophet before mentioning the ridicule they direct at him. They 
are warned that they will he placed in a position lower than that of animals: “When 
they see you, they make you a target of their mockery, [saying’: ‘Is this the one whom God has 
sent as His emissary?” (Verse 41) 


Prior to his choice as God’s Messenger, Muhammad was highly respected among 
his people, being the descendant of a leading family and tribe. His honesty and 
morality enhanced his position, as he was nicknamed al-amin, which meant ‘the 
trustworthy’. When the community faced a serious dispute over which tribe should 
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replace the Black Stone, they accepted him as arbiter. When he gathered them to give 
them the first news of his mission, he asked them whether they would believe him if 
he were to tell them that armed people were moving behind the hills, preparing to 
attack them, they said: “Yes, because you enjoy our full trust.” 


Yet when he told them of his mission and recited to them this great book of divine 
revelations, they ridiculed him, saying: ‘Is this the one whom God has sent as His 
emissary?’ This is cruel ridicule. Yet, were they so convinced that he deserved such 
ridicule, or that the message he preached also deserved it? Not at all! For it was all a 
scheme devised by the Quraysh elders to detract from his great personality and to 
counter the irresistible influence of the Qur’an. They felt that the new message 
constituted a threat to their social and economic positions. Hence, they resorted to 
every conceivable means to counter it. 


They convened meetings and conferences to devise plots and strategies, and to 
agree on what accusations they should level at Muhammad, knowing full well that 
they were only fabricating blatant lies. 


Ibn Ishaq reports that one year as the pilgrimage season approached, a group of 
the Quraysh attended al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah, who was a high-ranking elderly 
figure. He said to them: “Now that the pilgrimage season is approaching, people will 
start arriving from all over the place. They must have heard about your friend 
(meaning the Prophet). So you had better agree what to say when you are asked 
about him. We must guard against having too many opinions, particularly if they are 
mutually contradictory.” 


When his audience asked his advice as to what they should say, he preferred to 
listen to their suggestions first. Someone suggested that they should describe 
Muhammad as a fortune-teller. Al-Walid said: “It is clearly recognized that he is not. 
We have seen fortune-tellers and what he says is nothing like the incomprehensible 
rhyming phrases they use.” Another suggestion was to say that he was a madman, 
but al-Walid rejected this too, saying: “We have seen madness and its effect on 
people. His is nothing like a madman’s seizure, convulsion or hallucination.” A third 
suggestion was to say that he was nothing more than a poet, but al-Walid again told 
them that it would not do. “We have learnt poetry in all its forms and metres, and 
what Muhammad says is nothing like poetry.” Someone suggested that they should 
say that Muhammad was a magician. Al-Walid said: “He is not a magician. We have 
seen such people and their gestures as they blow and contract. He is totally unlike 
them.” 


Giving up, they said: “What shall we say, then?” Al-Walid said: “What 
Muhammad says is certainly beautiful. It is like a date tree with solid roots and rich 
fruit. Every one of these suggestions you have made is bound to be recognized as 
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false. The least disputable one is to claim that he is a magician who repeats magic 
words which make a man fall out with his father, mother, wife and clan.” They all 
approved of al-Walid’s suggestion and set about preparing their propaganda 
campaign. They made sure to meet pilgrims as they arrived in Makkah so as to warn 
them about the Prophet. 


This is but one example of the plots they devised. It also shows how they were at a 
loss concerning the accusations they could level at the Prophet. Yet it also shows that 
they were well aware of how truthful he was. Indeed their mockery as they said: Is 
this the one whom God has sent as His emissary?” was merely one of the forms they used 
in their propaganda against Islam and its advocates. In arriving at such claims, the 
elders of the Quraysh did not express their true feelings about the truth of Islam. It 
was simply a device aiming to lower the Prophet’s esteem in the public eye. For they 
were keen that the masses should continue to look up to them in matters of religion, 
as this would ensure that they continued to enjoy their social and economic 
privileges. In all this, the Quraysh were no different from other forces that are hostile 
to the truth and its advocates in all places and generations. 


Although they were keen to project an attitude of ridicule towards the Prophet, 
their words reflected the great anxiety they felt, their knowledge of his strong 
argument and the powerful message the Qur’an embodied. They said: “He could 
almost have led us astray from our deities, had we not been steadfastly attached to them!” 
(Verse 42) 


They admitted that they were greatly shaken to the extent that, keen as they were 
to stick to their religion which gave them numerous privileges, they were about to 
abandon their deities and idol worship altogether. They maintained this only 
through a great deal of resistance. 


Steadfastness, which they speak about, is only required to resist what is 
powerfully appealing. They also described the right guidance the Prophet gave as 
‘leading astray’, which shows how wrong they were in their evaluation of the 
situation. Despite the appearances they put on of mocking the Prophet, they could 
not conceal the tremor they felt in their hearts as Muhammad advocated his message, 
reciting the Qur’an. Hence, a quick and general warning is given which struck fear in 
their hearts: “But in time, when they see the suffering, they will come to know who it was 
that went farthest astray.” (Verse 42) They will know then whether Muhammad 
brought them a message of truth or one of error. But their newly acquired knowledge 
would then be of little use to them, because suffering would be staring them in the 
face. This is true whether the suffering is of the type that is inflicted in this present 
life, like the Quraysh suffered at the Battle of Badr, or in the hereafter. 
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When Desire is Worshipped 


The surah then addresses the Prophet consoling and comforting him. He did not 
fail to deliver his message or to employ strong arguments in advocating it. He 
certainly deserved nothing of the mockery and ridicule they levelled at him. It is they 
that are wicked. They make their own desires an idol which they worship. They have 
no argument for the stand they adopted. How could such a person formulate even 
the semblance of an argument? 


“Have you considered the one who makes his desires his deity? Could you then, be held 
responsible for him?” (Verse 43) This verse is carefully phrased to paint a picture 
showing the psychological condition of a person who pays no heed to accepted 
standards or values. Instead, they only submit to their own desires and worship none 
but their own pleasure. They apply no standard, recognize no value, acknowledge no 
logic. Once their desire moves clearly in a particular direction, they follow like slaves 
submitting to a powerful master. 


God, who is limitless in His glory, addresses His servant and Messenger in a 
kindly and compassionate manner, referring to this type of person. He asks him: 
“Have you considered...” He follows this by drawing a picture of a man who pays no 
regard to truth, logic or sound argument. He comforts the Prophet so that he does 
not feel too disappointed at having failed to guide someone who has no propensity 
to follow guidance. Hence, the Prophet need not concern himself with such people: 
“Could you, then, be held responsible for him?” (Verse 43) 


The surah hurls further ridicule on those who submit to their lust and worship 
their desire, turning a blind eye to the truth. It puts them on the same level as 
animals which are devoid of hearing or logic. This is followed by yet more ridicule 
which shows such people as even inferior to animals: “Or do you think that most of 
them listen and use their reason? They are but like cattle. Nay, they are even far worse 
astray.” (Verse 44) 


This very clear statement that maintains accuracy applies, as the surah says, to 
‘most of them’, because only a minority of unbelievers showed any inclination to 
accept guidance, or reflect on what they heard. The majority, who took their desires 
as their gods which they blindly obeyed, ignored all the signs they heard and saw, 
and were indeed like cattle. Indeed man is distinguished from animals by his 
propensity to reflect and understand, as well as by his ability to mould his life in 
accordance with the truth he accepts upon consideration and reflection. His great 
human quality is that he is able to change course on being convinced by sound 
argument. When man deliberately abandons such qualities, he puts himself in a 
position worse than that of animals. An animal is guided to what suits it by the 
abilities and susceptibilities God has placed within it. Thus, it fulfils its role without 
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deviation. Man, on the other hand, often disregards the qualities God has given him, 
making little use of them. In this he is worse than an animal who does not neglect 
any inclination given to it. 


“They are but like cattle. Nay, they are even far worse astray.” (Verse 44) This comment 
expels those who ridicule the Prophet from the ranks of mankind. They are to be 
looked down upon, never to command respect. 
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Raising Support Against 
God 


Do you not see how your Lord causes the shadow 
to lengthen when, had He so milled, He could 
have indeed made it stand still? But then We 
have made the sun its guide. (45) 


And then, little by little, We draw it in towards 
Ourselves. (46) 


He it is who makes the night a garment for you, 
and sleep a repose. He makes every day a 
resurrection. (47) 


And He it is who sends forth the winds as 
heralds of His coming grace. And We cause pure 
water to descend from the skies, (48) 


so that with it We may bring dead land to life 
and give drink to a countless number of Our 
creation, beasts as well as buman. (49) 


Many times have We explained this [in the] 
Quran to them, so that they may take it to heart, 
but most people refuse to be anything but 
unbelievers. (50) 


Had We so wilkd, We could have sent a warner 
to every city. (51) 
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Do not obey the unbehevers, but strive most 


vigorously against them with this Qur'an. 
(52) 


Fe it is who has brought the two bodies of water 
to meet; the one sweet and thirs-quenching, and 
the other salty and bitter. Yet between them 
He has made a barier and a forbidding ban. 
63) 


And He it is who has created man from water 
and established for him bonds of lineage and 
marriage. All-Powerful is your Lord. (64) 


Yet people worship, instead of God, things that 
can neither benefit nor harm them. An unbeliever 
always gives support against his Lord. (55) 


We have sent you only as a herald of good news 
and a warner. (56) 


Say: No reward do I ask of you for this. A I 
ask. is that he who so wills may find a way 
leading to his Lord.’ (57) 


Hence, place your trust in the Living One who 
does not die, and extol Has limitless glory and 
praise. Sufficient is it that He ts well aware of his 
servants’ sins. (58) 


He it is who has created the heavens and the 
earth and all that is between them in six days, 
and is established on the throne of His 
Almughtiness, the Most Meraful. Ask, then, 
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about Him, the One who knows everything. (59) is i Jő ASU l AAi a es 53 
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Yet when they are told, Prostrate yourselves rachis Epa ey 
before the Most Merciful, they ask, What is the © 5 ks 
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And He it is who causes the night and the day to 
succeed one another; [a car sign] for him who 
would take heed or would show gratitude. (62) 
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Overview 


This passage concentrates on some of the great wonders in the universe that testify 
to God’s existence and the unique system He has put in place to control and conduct 
everything that happens. It directs the Prophet to look carefully at these signs and 
interact with them. Such interaction, particularly when it is done with an open heart 
and mind, is sufficient to redress any lingering effects of the hardship caused by the 
unbelievers. He will be looking at the great horizons against which the unbelievers’ 
schemes and hostilities are reduced to insignificance. 


The Qur’an always directs people’s hearts and minds to reflect on, and interact 
with, what they see in the universe. They will then recognize the work of God’s hand 
in all that they see, hear and feel. They will have much to reflect upon which will 
strengthen their bond with God through His work. 


When man lives in the universe with an open heart and mind, and an alert soul, 
his life rises above the petty concerns of this world. His sense of life is heightened as 
he feels, at every moment, that the universe around him is much larger and greater 
than his own world, while all that he sees and feels comes into being through one 
and the same will, are subject to the same law, and submit to One Creator. He will 
realize that he is but one of countless creatures that submit to God, and that God’s 
hand is visible in all that he sees, hears and feels. 
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To fear only God will be mixed in anyone’s consciousness with parallel feelings of 
friendliness and trust. These feelings will fill his soul and his whole world, imparting 
a mixture of love and reassurance that will accompany him on his life journey and 
remain with him until he meets God. He cannot fail to experience such feelings when 
everything around him is made by God, according to His fine and elaborate system 
of creation. 


We see in this passage how the surah paints a scene of shadows extending then 
gently contracting, before we move to a picture of a quiet night of deep slumber and 
a bustling day of tireless activity. We then see the winds as heralds of God’s mercy, 
followed by water pouring down from the skies to quicken barren land. We see the 
salty sea and the sweet river water, and the barrier between them preventing them 
from mixing. Then we look at a different type of fluid, the semen that gives rise to 
human life. We contemplate how the heavens and the earth were created in six days, 
and look at the star constellations in the sky, with the sun as a lamp lightening the 
world for us, and the moon doing the same at night. We also contemplate the 
unfailing succession of night and day. 


As it paints these images, the surah directs our hearts and minds to reflect that 
they are all of God’s creation, reminding us of His power and fine planning. It shows 
how singular the unbelievers’ attitude is when they associate partners with God and 
worship alongside Him entities that can cause them neither benefit nor harm. The 
unbelievers are so ignorant that they speak impudently about God and support one 
another in denying Him. This is very strange, particularly when seen against the 
multitude of universal signs demonstrating God’s creation. It is all a great display 
that the Creator raises before our eyes for us to contemplate. 


Moving Shadows, Still Night 


Do you not see how your Lord causes the shadow to lengthen when, had He so willed, 
He could have indeed made it stand still? But then We have made the sun its guide. 
And then, little by little, We draw it in towards Ourselves. (Verses 45-46) 


This image of shadow and shade imparts to a troubled and tired soul a feeling of 
comfort, relaxation and security, as if it is a gentle, compassionate hand that wipes 
away pain and worry, giving comfort and energy. is this God’s purpose as He directs 
the Prophet, who has suffered the unbelievers’ ridicule and opposition, to 
contemplate the shadow? In the tough battle the Prophet went through in Makkah, 
facing determined opposition and wicked scheming, his soul must have felt the 
burden too heavy, with only a small number of believers supporting him against the 
overwhelming majority of unbelievers. Not only so, but he was not then even 
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allowed to retaliate against physical aggression or repel hostile ridicule. In this 
troubled atmosphere passages of the Qur’an were revealed to Muhammad (peace be 
upon him) to serve as a healing balsam, a relaxing shade and kind blessing. It 
provided him with support in the midst of determined denial and opposition. Shade, 
particularly when considered against a hot desert background, gives an image that is 
in complete harmony with the whole atmosphere of the surah that is full of 
compassion and blessings. 


The surah shows the shadow as being gently stretched by God’s hand before it 
then contracts: “Do you not see how your Lord causes the shadow to lengthen?” (Verse 45) 
Some time later, “little by little, We draw it in towards Ourselves.” (Verse 46) The 
shadow is a faint darkness made by the sun’s rebounding rays. It moves along with 
the movement of the earth in relation to the sun, changing its position, length and 
shape. The sun points it with its light and heat, determining its area and length. 
When we follow how the shadow changes shape and extent, we experience a feeling 
of comfort and are gently alerted to the fact that it is an aspect of God’s work. 


When the sun starts its decline, we see the shadows lengthen and further lengthen. 
Suddenly all shadows disappear as the sun sets. Where have all the shadows gone? 
God’s unseen hand has collected them all as the deep darkness of the night gathers 
and spreads over our world. This is all the work of God’s able hand which humans 
fail to see, but which continues without fail. 


“Had He so willed, He could have indeed made it stand still?” (Verse 45) The way the 
visible universe and solar system are made makes the shadow move in the gentle 
way it does. Had the system been even slightly different, this would have had a 
different effect on the shadow. Had the earth been motionless, the shadow cast over 
it would have stood still, neither extending nor shrinking. On the other hand, if the 
earth’s movement had been faster or slower, the extension and shrinking of the 
shadow would have been proportionately slower or faster. It is the way the universe 
is made, with its operative laws, that gives the shadow its specific features. 


The highlighting of this phenomenon, which we see every day without paying 
much attention to it, is part of the Qur’anic method of making our consciousness 
interact with the universe so as to respond to aspects that we tend to ignore because 
of their familiarity. We only need to contemplate the countless marvels around us for 
our thoughts to move in the right direction. 


Moving on, the surah highlights an image of the night, its stillness and peaceful 
slumber, contrasted with the day and its bustling movement. “He it is who makes the 
night a garment for you, and sleep a repose. He makes every day a resurrection.” (Verse 47) 


The night spreads its cover over animate and inanimate objects so as to make the 
world appear as though it wears the blackness of the night. Hence, the night is 
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described as a garment. At night, movement stops and footsteps cease to allow 
people and most animals, birds and insects to sleep. Sleep is a cessation of sensation, 
consciousness and feeling, which is why it is described as ‘repose’. Then the dawn 
starts to breathe and movement begins. Life is thus resumed. Hence, the day is a new 
‘resurrection’ after a short mini-death. The two alternate with every daily cycle of the 
earth. Again this phenomenon is ignored by human beings, but it is indicative of the 
great design of the universe made by God, who never sleeps or overlooks anything. 


The surah highlights another universal phenomenon that is closely related to life: 


And He it is who sends forth the winds as heralds of His coming grace. And We cause 
pure water to descend from the skies, so that with it We may bring dead land to life 
and give drink to a countless number of Our creation, beasts as well as human. 
(Verses 48-49) 


All life on earth depends on rain water, either directly, or through the rivers and 
other water courses, springs, wells and underground reservoirs it supplies. Only 
those who directly depend on rain for their living properly appreciate God's grace as 
He sends rain. They look forward to rain, full of hope, realizing that it brings them 
life. They look for wind, which they know to drive the clouds. Hence, they realize 
that the wind is an early indicator, announcing the forthcoming act of God’s grace, 
provided that they believe in God. 


It is important to look at the last two verses very carefully: “We cause pure water to 
descend from the skies.” (Verse 48) We note how the concept of purity and purification 
points to the life brought about by rain: “so that with it We may bring dead land to life 
and give drink to a countless number of Our creation, beasts as well as human.” (Verse 49) 
Thus, life is given an added aspect of purity, because God wants human life, and 
indeed all life on earth, to be pure of evil. Thus, He washes the face of the earth with 
pure water that brings life to an otherwise dead land, and which also serves as a pure 
drink for all creatures. 


Jihad by Means of the Qur’an 


At this point the surah refers to the Qur’an which, like pure rain water, descends 
from on high to purify people’s hearts and souls. It wonders how man warms to rain, 
which is essential for physical life, but does not warm to the Qur’an which gives life 
to hearts and souls. 


Many times have We explained this (in the] Qur’an to them, so that they may take it 
to heart, but most people refuse to be anything but unbelievers. Had We so willed, We 
could have sent a warner to every city. Do not obey the unbelievers, but strive most 
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vigorously against them with this Qur’an. (Verses 50-52) 


We have put it to them in a great variety of forms, styles and presentations, 
addressing it to their minds, hearts, souls and feelings. We sought to awaken their 
consciences to its import in numerous ways, employing different means to ensure 
that they interact with it. All it needs from them is that they should ‘take it to heart.’ 
The point is that the Qur’an aims to remind people of a truth that is well established 
in their nature, even though they often forget it. What makes them heedless of it is 
the fact that they submit to their desires: “but most people refuse to be anything but 
unbelievers.” (Verse 50) 


This means that the mission entrusted to God’s Messenger is a very tough one. He 
faces the whole of mankind when the great majority of them choose to follow their 
desires, insisting on unbelief, being ingrate, despite the presence of numerous signs 
pointing to the truth of faith. 


“Had We so willed, We could have sent a warner to every city.” (Verse 51) Such a course 
would have divided the task and made it easier to carry out. God, however, chose 
one of His servants, the last of His messengers, and required him to address all 
mankind, so as to give them the same message which remains free from local 
variations. God also gave His Messenger the Qur’an, so as to make it the address he 
drove home to them: “Do not obey the unbelievers, but strive most vigorously against them 
with this Qur’an.” (Verse 52) 


This Qur’an has great power and influence. It is irresistible. When God's 
Messenger addressed the Arabs with it, it shook their hearts and consciences. They 
tried hard to counter its effects, employing every means at their disposal, but all their 
efforts were useless. The Quraysh elders used to say to their people: “Do not listen to 
this Qur’an, but rather talk frivolously about it, so that you might gain the upper hand.” (41: 
26) This betrayed their profound fear that the Qur’an would touch their own hearts 
and the hearts of their followers and that they would embrace Islam. They were 
aware that it took only the reading of a couple of verses, or perhaps a surah or two, 
by Muhammad, and listeners were so affected they accepted his message. To them, it 
seemed like the Qur’an had a magic effect on people. 


The elders of the Quraysh were themselves touched by the power of the Qur’an. It 
was only because they were keenly aware of this profound effect that they resorted 
to such tactics, warning their people against listening to it and encouraging them to 
take it frivolously. Indeed, their statement is indicative of how worried they were 
about the effect of the Qur’an. 


Ibn Ishaq reports that three of the Quraysh elders, Abt Jahl, Aba Sufyan and al- 
Akhnas ibn Shariq went out one night to listen to the Qur’an being recited by the 
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Prophet as he prayed in his home during the night. Each of them was on his own, 
thinking that no one would know about what he did. As the day began to break, they 
went back. However, the three of them inevitably met. There was no need for them 
to ask each other what they were doing. Therefore, they remonstrated with one 
another and concluded that their action was inadvisable: “Should some of your 
followers see you,” one of them said, “you would stir doubts in their minds.” 


The following night they did the same, and once again they met at the break of 
day. Again they counselled each other against such ‘irresponsible’ action. 
Nevertheless, the third night each of them went to sit outside the Prophet’s home 
and listen to the Qur’an. When they met in the morning, they were ashamed of 
themselves. One of them suggested that they should give each other their word of 
honour not to listen to the Qur’an again. They did so before going home. 


Later that morning al-Akhnas ibn Shariq went to see Abt Sufyan at his home. He 
asked him what he thought about what he heard Muhammad reciting. Aba Sufyan 
said: “I heard things which I know and recognize to be true, but I also heard things 
whose nature I cannot understand.” Al-Akhnas said that he felt the same. He then 
left and went to Abt Jahl’s home to put the same question to him. 


Abt Jahl’s answer was totally different. For once, he was candid and honest with 
himself and his interlocutor: “I will tell you about what I heard! We have competed 
with the clan of “Abd Manaf (the Prophet's clan) for honours: they fed the poor, and 
we did the same; they provided generous support to those who needed it and we did 
the same. When we were together on the same level, like two racehorses running 
neck and neck, they said that one of their number was a Prophet receiving 
revelations from on high! When can we attain such an honour? By God, we shall 
never believe in him.” 


This is just an example of how strongly attracted they were to the Qur’an. They 
felt that it was too powerful for them. Hence, they needed to pledge their word of 
honour that they would not listen to it again. What they feared most was that some 
of their subordinates might see them so taken by the Qur’an that they too would be 
unable to resist it. 


Indeed, the Qur’an embodies simple and natural facts which link hearts directly to 
the truth that issues forth with irresistible power. It includes scenes and images of the 
Day of Judgement, and others derived from the universe around us, historical 
accounts, scenes of the fate of past communities, and powerful arguments, all of 
which strike basic cords in our hearts. Indeed, we often find that a single surah affects 
us so powerfully as to take hold of our whole being. Indeed, the Qur’an is often 
described as more powerful than great armies. It is no wonder, therefore, that God 
ordered His Messenger not to obey the unbelievers, and not to budge from fulfilling 
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his task. The divine order also required the Prophet to vigorously strive against 
unbelievers by means of the Qur’an. Having been given the Qur’an, the Prophet was 
equipped with something much more forceful and compelling than any human logic. 


Separating Types of Water 


The surah again portrays images from the world around us. Having spoken about 
winds heralding rain and its pure water, now it speaks of the great bodies of water, 
some of which are sweet and some salty, and how they do not mix. 


He it is who has brought the two bodies of water to meet; the one sweet and thirst- 
quenching, and the other salty and bitter. Yet between them He has made a barrier and 
a forbidding ban. (Verse 53) 


It is God who created both types and left them to run their courses, meeting at 
certain points. Nevertheless, their waters do not mix because they have a natural 
barrier keeping them apart. In most cases, rivers run at a level higher than the sea, 
which means that at the meeting point, it is the river with its sweet water that runs 
into the salty sea. It is very rare that a river runs below sea level. Hence, the sea with 
its much greater body of water does not overpower the river whose water gives life 
to plants, animals and man. The fact that this is the natural order in practically all 
cases where a river meets the sea means that it is certainly not coincidental. It 
happens by the will of the Creator who made the universe in such a way as to fulfil 
His purpose and remain subject to His laws of nature. 


Indeed the natural laws God has set in operation ensure that the salty waters of 
sea and ocean do not overrun dry land or overpower rivers. This remains so even 
during high tides caused by the moon’s gravity as it affects the earth’s surface water. 


It is useful to cite here some scientific observations that stress the facts mentioned 
in the Qur’an: 


The moon is 240,000 miles away, and the tides twice a day are usually a 
gentle reminder of its presence. Tides of the ocean run as high as sixty feet in 
some places, and even the crust of the earth is twice a day bent outward 
several inches by the moon’s attraction. All seems so regular that we do not 
grasp to any degree the vast power that lifts the whole area of the sea several 
feet and bends the crust of the earth, seemingly so solid. Mars has a moon - a 
little one - only six thousand miles away from it. If our moon was, say, fifty 
thousand miles away instead of its present respectable distance, our tides 
would be so enormous that twice a day all the lowland of all the continents 
would be submerged by a rush of water so enormous that even the 
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mountains would soon be eroded away, and probably no continent could 
have risen from the depths fast enough to exist today. The earth would crack 
with the turmoil and tides in the air would create daily hurricanes. If the 
continents were washed away, the average depth of water over the whole 
earth would be about a mile and a half and life could not exist except perhaps 
in the abysmal depth of the ocean, where it would feed upon itself till 
extinct.1 


But the hand that manages this universe has let the two bodies of water free, 
placing between them a barrier that prevents either from encroaching on the other. 
This barrier is erected between them through their very nature and the nature of the 
universe which demonstrates such balances that testify to the wisdom of its Maker. 


As the surah proceeds, it refers to a fluid that is totally different from the water 
pouring down from the skies, or moving along in seas and rivers. It mentions the 
sperm that gives rise to human life: “And He it is who has created man from water and 
established for him bonds of lineage and marriage. All-Powerful is your Lord.” (Verse 54) It 
is from this particular fluid that a fetus takes form and becomes a male child related 
to its ancestors by lineage, or a female one that enables the marriage relationship to 
take place. 


The human life that comes into existence through this fluid is far greater and more 
wonderful than life caused by rain. Just one cell, out of a countless number 
comprised in one drop of man’s semen, fertilizes the woman’s egg to initiate the 
formation of the greatly sophisticated creature, man, the most remarkable of all 
living creatures. 


It is from practically identical sperms and female eggs that boys and girls come 
into existence, in a remarkable process that human knowledge has not yet fathomed. 
None of the many thousands of sperms shows any clear signs that makes it able to 
produce a male or a female. Similarly, no female egg shows such signs. Nevertheless, 
one eventually produces a man, while another produces a woman. “All powerful is 
your Lord.” This amazing phenomenon shows just one aspect of His power. 


The Great Miracle of Life 


If we were to look minutely into this fluid, we would be overawed as we look for a 
complete set of human characteristics in exceedingly minute components that carry 
the hereditary aspects of the human race, as also the parents and their immediate 
families, which are then transferred to the fetus, male or female, in accordance with 
God’s will. Here we quote from the chapter on genes in A.C. Morrison’s Man Does 





1 A.C. Morrison, Man Does Not Stand Alone, Morrison and Gibb Ltd., London, 1962, pp. 22-23. 
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Not Stand Alone: 


In every cell, male and female, are chromosomes and genes. Chromosomes 
form the darkened nucleus which contains the genes. The genes are the main 
deciding factor as to what every living thing or a human being shall be. The 
cytoplasm is the extraordinary chemical combinations which surround them 
both. The genes are so infinitesimal that if all of them which are responsible 
for all the human beings on earth today, with their individuality, psychology, 
colour, and race, could be collected and put in one place, there would be less 
than a thimbleful. These ultra-microscopic genes are the absolute keys to all 
human, animal, and vegetable characteristics. A thimble is a small place in 
which to put all the individual characteristics of two billions of human 
beings. However, the facts are beyond question... The embryo recapitulating 
in its progressive development from protoplasm to racial identity indicates 
recorded history retained and expressed by atomic arrangement in the genes 
and cytoplasm...1 


We have found that genes are recognized to be sub microscopic arrangements 
of the atoms in the sex cells of all things that have life. They hold the design, 
ancestral record and characteristics of each living thing. They control in detail 
root, trunk, leaf, flower and fruit of every plant as exactly as they determine 
the shape, scales, hair, wings of every animal, including man.? 


Such a glimpse into the marvels of life is sufficient as a pointer to the wise 
Creator's great hand: “All powerful is your Lord.” (Verse 54) 


In League Against God 


In this atmosphere of careful planning of creation, and in the light of life that is 
produced by rain water and human sperm, the very thought of worshipping anyone 
other than God is incompatible with nature, as also singular and absurd. Hence, the 
surah refers to the unbelievers’ worship and puts it in perspective: “ Yet people worship, 
instead of God, things that can neither benefit nor harm them. An unbeliever always gives 
support against his Lord.” (Verse 55) 


Every single unbeliever, including the idolaters who opposed Islam in Makkah, 
joins the fight against their Lord who has created them and given them shape and 
form. How can this be when the unbeliever is so insignificant as to stand in 
opposition to God? In fact unbelievers oppose God's faith and the code of living He 
has laid down for human life. In order to show the enormity of their offence, the 


1 Ibid., pp. 78-79. 
2 Thid., p. 86. 
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surah describes them as opponents of God, their Lord and Master. 


When someone stands in opposition to God’s Messenger and his message, he is 
actually fighting against God. The Prophet need not worry about this person, 
because his opponent is God, who will certainly ensure that he cannot do the Prophet 
any harm. 


God then reassures His Messenger, lightening his burden. He assures him that 
once he has discharged his duty, delivering his message, with what it brings to 
people of good news and warnings, striving hard against the unbelievers through the 
Qur’an, then there is no reason for him to be troubled at the unbelievers’ stubborn 
rejection of his message. God will take over the fight against those who oppose him. 
All he needs to do is to place his trust in God and leave matters to Him. 


We have sent you only as a herald of good news and a warner. Say: ‘No reward do I 
ask of you for this. All ask is that he who so wills may find a way leading to his Lord. 
Hence, place your trust in the Living One who does not die, and extol His limitless 
glory and praise. Sufficient is it that He is well aware of his servants’ sins. (Verses 56- 
58) 


Thus the task of God’s Messenger is defined: it is to give happy news and issue a 
warning. At the time this surah was revealed, the Prophet was still in Makkah and 
had not yet received orders to take up arms against the idolaters to ensure the 
freedom of expression and advocacy of his message. That order was given to him 
later, after his immigration to Madinah. There was certainly a definite purpose 
behind withholding such an order at the time, and this is best known to God 
Himself. However, we think that at the time the Prophet was still inculcating the new 
faith in the minds and hearts of his followers. He wanted it to sink deep so as to 
impart its distinctive character to them and for it to become manifest in their lives 
and actions. Thus, they would become the nucleus of the Muslim society which 
moulds itself on the basis of its Islamic faith. Moreover, the order to refrain from 
fighting during the Makkan period avoided bloody hostilities and vengeance killing 
which could have shut the door firmly between the Quraysh and Islam. God 
certainly knew that eventually they would all embrace Islam, with some of them 
doing so before the Prophet’s immigration to Madinah and the rest after the 
Muslims’ re-entry into Makkah. They would form the solid base of the new faith. 


Nevertheless, the core of the Islamic message remained the same in Madinah: 
giving happy news and issuing serious warnings. Fighting was permitted only to 
remove physical barriers erected by the unbelievers to deprive God’s message of free 
expression, and to protect the believers against religious oppression. This means that 
the Qur’anic statement was applicable both in Makkah and Madinah: “We have sent 
you only as a herald of good news and a warner.” (Verse 56) 
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In Whom to Trust 


“Say: “No reward do I ask of you for this. All I ask is that he who so wills may find a way 
leading to his Lord.’” (Verse 57) God’s Messenger does not entertain any thought of 
making any worldly gain or profit as a result of people’s acceptance of Islam. None 
will have to pay any fee or make any offering as he embraces the Islamic faith. All 
that he needs to do is to say certain words verbally, provided that he believes in them 
with his heart. This is the distinctive feature of Islam which has no room for any 
priesthood of any kind, which would charge fees for services rendered. There is no 
‘joining fee’, and no price has to be paid to reveal a mystery or bestow a blessing or 
organize entry. Islam is free of all that may deter anyone from faith. It allows no 
room for anyone to stand as an intermediary between people and their Lord. God’s 
Messenger receives only one reward for all his troubles in advocating God's faith, 
and this reward is nothing other than the fact that someone answers the divine call 
and receives God’s guidance: “that he who so wills may find a way leading to his Lord.” 
(Verse 57) Such are his only wages. When the Prophet sees someone accepting divine 
guidance and seeking to earn God’s pleasure, then his compassionate heart finds 
comfort, and his noble conscience is set at ease. 


“Hence, place your trust in the Living One who does not die, and extol His limitless glory 
and praise.” (Verse 58) Everyone other than God is dead, because life comes to an end 
with death. The only one that remains is God, the Living One who does not die. If we 
rely on someone whose life comes to an end after a short or long time, then we are 
only putting our weight against a wall that will eventually collapse, or seeking shade 
that will inevitably fade away. To be truly assured one must rely only on the One 
who never dies, and place one’s trust solely in Him. “Extol His limitless glory and 
praise.” (Verse 58) The only one worthy of praise is God who grants all favours and 
blessings. Hence the Prophet is instructed to leave alone those unbelievers who heed 
no warning and care for no happy news. He should give them up to Him since He 
knows their sins. Nothing is hidden from Him: “Sufficient is it that He is well aware of 
his servants’ sins.” (Verse 58) 


Within the same context of God’s limitless knowledge and His power to grant 
reward and inflict punishment, the surah mentions the facts that He is the One who 
has created the heavens and the earth, and established Himself on the Throne: 


He it is who has created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in six 
days, and is established on the throne of His Almightiness, the Most Merciful. Ask, 
then, about Him, the One who knows everything. (Verse 59) 


The days in which God created the heavens and the earth are certainly different 
from our earth days. For our days are only a product of the solar system, measuring 
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a celestial cycle that came into existence after the creation of the heavens and the 
earth. Our days are equivalent to the time the earth rotates in its position relevant to 
the sun. Besides, creation does not require more than God should will something to 
exist. This is given the verbal symbol ‘Be’, and whatever is intended comes into 
existence. Perhaps these six days, whose measure is known only to God, refer to long 
stages that brought the heavens and the earth to their present status. 


That God is ‘established on the throne’ refers to His being the Almighty who controls 
everything in the universe. The Arabic text uses the conjunctive word, thumma, 
which means ‘then’, after it mentions the creation of the heavens and the earth and 
before it refers to God being on the throne. However, this does not signify a 
chronological order. It only indicates the superiority of this lofty status.$ 


Together with God’s greatness, control and might comes His all- encompassing 
mercy, and with it is joined His absolute knowledge: “The Most Merciful. Ask, then, 
about Him, the One who knows everything.” (Verse 59) Thus, when you put your request 
to God, you are putting it to the One whose knowledge includes everything 
anywhere in the universe. 


Setting the Universe to Order 


Yet those impudent, shameless people behave discourteously when they are called 
upon to believe in God, the Most Merciful, and worship Him: 


Yet when they are told, ‘Prostrate yourselves before the Most Merciful,’ they ask, 
‘What is the Most Merciful? Are we to prostrate ourselves before whatever you bid 
us?’ And they grow more rebellious. (Verse 60) 


This is a particularly distasteful picture of impudence, mentioned here to comfort 
the Prophet who was at the receiving end of their insolence and disrespect. These 
people have no respect for their Lord. They speak in such an impudent way about 
God Almighty. Is it surprising, then, that they should say whatever they do about 
His Messenger? They even dislike God’s name, and say that they do not know His 
attribute, the Most Merciful. Hence, they ask the Prophet about Him, using the 
interrogative word ‘what’, thus adding insult to injury. Their rudeness was at its 
worst when they said that the only Rahman, which is the Arabic word for the Most 
Merciful, they knew was the one in Yamamah, referring to Musaylamah, the liar who 
claimed that he was a prophet. 


Their shameless impertinence is answered by stressing that all glory belongs to 


8 For further discussion on the Istiwa’ attribute, please refer to section 1.1 of A Critique of ‘In the Shade of 
the Qur'an. 
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God, highlighting His greatness and the great signs He has placed in the universe: 


Blessed is He who has set up in the skies great constellations, and has placed among 
them a lamp and a light giving moon. And He it is who causes the night and the day 
to succeed one another; [a clear sign] for him who would take heed or would show 
gratitude. (Verses 61-62) 


Most probably the term ‘constellations’, as mentioned here, refers to the positions 
of the planets and their great orbits. Their mention contrasts with the mockery 
sensed in the unbelievers’ question: ‘What is the Most Merciful?’ These 
constellations, in their real and perceived greatness, are only one aspect of His 
creation. In these the sun takes its position, and the sun is called here ‘a lamp’ as it 
sends light to our planet as well as to other planets. And among them there is a light- 
giving moon, which spreads a gentle air of calm. 


The surah also refers to the succession of day and night, which are two of God’s 
great signs that people always overlook, although reflection on them is enough for 
anyone “who would take heed or would show gratitude.’ Had it not been for the fact that 
God made the day and night to succeed each other in this fashion, no vegetal, animal 
or human life could have emerged on this planet. Indeed, life would not be possible 
if the length of the day and night cycle were changed. Scientists tell us: 


The earth rotates on its axis in twenty-four hours or at the rate of one 
thousand miles an hour. Suppose it turned at the rate of a hundred miles an 
hour. Why not? Our days and nights would then be ten times as long as now. 
The hot sun of summer would then burn up our vegetation each long day 
and every sprout would freeze in such a night.! 


Blessed, then, is the One who created the heavens and the earth, and created 
everything according to a definite measure. Blessed is the One who “Set up in the skies 
great constellations, and has placed among them a lamp and a light giving moon. And He it is 
who causes the night and the day to succeed one another; [a clear sign] for him who would 
take heed or would show gratitude.” (Verses 61-62) 





1 Ibid., p. 20. 
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4 


God’s True Servants 


The true servants of the Most Merciful are those 
who walk gently on earth, and who, whenever the 
zenorant address them, say: Peace’; (63) 


who stay up far into the night in adoration of 
thar Lord, prostrating themselves and standing; 
(64) 


who pray: ‘Our Lord, avert from us the suffering 
of hell, for the suffering it causes is indeed a dire 
torment, (05) 


it is indeed an evil abode and a terrible station; 
(66) 


and who, whenever they put their money to use, 
are neither wasteful nor niggardhy, but abvays 
maintain a just mean between the two, (67) 


and who never invoke any deity side by side with 
God, and do not take any human being’s life — 
[the life] which God has willed to be sacred — 
except for a just cause, and do not commit 


adultery. Whoever does any of this will face 
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punishment, (68) 


and on the Day of Resurrection his suffering will 
be doubled, and he will abide therein in ignominy. 
(69) 


Excepted, however, shall be they who repent, 
attain to faith and do righteous deeds, for God 
will transform their bad deeds into good ones. 
God is indeed Much- Forgiving, Merciful. (10) 


Whoever repents and does what is right has truly 
turned to God by [his act of] repentance. (71) 


[And the true servants of God are] those who 
never bear witness to what is false, and whenever 
they pass by [people engaged in| frivolity, pass on 
with dignity; (T2) 


and who, whenever they are reminded of their 
Lord’s signs, do not fall deaf and blind to them; 


(73) 


and who pray: Our Lord! Grant us spouses and 
offspring who will be a joy to our eyes, and cause us 
to be foremost among the God- fearing.’ (74) 


These will be rewarded for all their patient 
endurance [in life] with a high station in heaven, 
and will be met there with a greeting of welcome 
and peace, (75) 


and there they shall abide; how goodly an abode 
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to you were it not for you calling out [to Him). 

You have indeed denied [His message], and in 
time this [sin] nll cleave unto you.’ (TT) 








Overview 


This final passage of the surah portrays the distinctive features of the true servants 
of God, the Most Merciful. They appear to be the highest model of humanity that 
remains after the end of the long battle between true guidance and error, between 
those who impertinently deny the truth and God’s messengers who bring His 
guidance for humanity. They seem to be the fruit ripening after such a long struggle. 
They are the ones who bring comfort to the bearers of divine guidance, after they had 
been met with denial and rejection. 


The previous passage recounted the unbelievers’ impertinent remark when they 
said that they did not know the name Rahman, or the Most Merciful, as belonging to 
God. In this passage we have a full description of ‘the true servants of the Most 
Merciful’ who know Him well and deserve to be described as belonging to Him. The 
surah shows their distinctive features as reflected in their behaviour and the way they 
conduct their lives. They provide a living example of the Muslim community which 
Islam aims to build, and the type of person it moulds through the implementation of 
its perfect system. These are the ones who deserve God's care. Mankind generally are 
too unimportant for God to care about, except for the presence of God’s true servants 
who always turn to Him, praying for His support. 


The Distinctive Features of Faith 


The true servants of the Most Merciful are those who walk gently on earth, and who, 
whenever the ignorant address them, say: ‘Peace.’ (Verse 63) 


The true servants’ first feature is that they walk gently, with no affectation, 
pretension, or display of arrogance. Like every movement man makes, walking 
delivers an expression of one’s personality and feelings. A serious, reassured and 
sound personality demonstrates itself through its gait. A person of this type walks 
with an air of seriousness and reassurance, reflecting clarity of purpose and strength. 
To walk gently on earth’ does not mean that believers hang their heads down, affecting 
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weakness and lack of support, as understood by some of those who think that by so 
doing they show themselves to be God-fearing! God’s Messenger used to bend 
forward when he walked. He was the fastest and best walker, with an air of serenity. 
Abū Hurayrah reports: “I have never seen anyone more handsome than God’s 
Messenger: he looked as if the sun was reflected in his face. And I have never seen 
anyone who walked faster than God’s Messenger. It was as though the earth would 
shrink for him. [As we walked with him] we would put in our best effort, but he was 
most relaxed.” “Ali ibn Abi Talib describes: “When the Prophet walked he bent 
forward, as though he was walking quickly downhill.” 


In their serious and dignified approach, and in their attention to serious concerns, 
God’s true servants do not bother themselves with other people’s absurdities and 
stupidities. They do not waste their time or energy in futile arguments with such 
people. They recognize that engaging in an argument with people who argue for 
argument’s sake is fruitless. Hence, “whenever the ignorant address them, [they] say: 
Peace.” (Verse 63) But this is by no means a sign of weakness or lack of ability. It is 
simply a dignified approach which does not permit them to waste time and energy 
over what is unbecoming of the honourable. 


Such is their conduct in daytime when they are with other people. At night they 
reflect their God-fearing nature, as they stand in awe of God and fear His 
punishment. 


Who stay up far into the night in adoration of their Lord, prostrating themselves and 
standing; who pray: ‘Our Lord, avert from us the suffering of hell, for the suffering it 
causes is indeed a dire torment; it is indeed an evil abode and a terrible station. (Verses 
64-66) 


The surah highlights here the two main movements Muslims perform in prayer, 
namely prostration and standing up. Thus it reflects their action in the depth of the 
night, when others are fast asleep. Such true servants of God stay up prostrating 
themselves and standing before their Lord, addressing themselves completely to 
Him. They are not concerned about not being in bed, because they have something 
that they enjoy, giving them far more comfort, energy and happiness than sleep can 
ever give. They are preoccupied with being close to their Lord, addressing Him with 
all their being. Hence, people go to sleep while they pray standing and prostrating 
themselves. Other people are concerned with their position on earth while these true 
servants of God look up to the throne of the Most Merciful. 


In their prayers, with all its movements, and all their inner feelings, they are fully 
conscious of their Lord, fearing to incur His displeasure and so His punishment. 
Thus they appeal to Him: “Our Lord, avert from us the suffering of hell, for the suffering it 
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causes is indeed a dire torment; it is indeed an evil abode and a terrible station.” (Verses 65- 
66) They have not seen hell or its suffering, but they believe in it. They also visualize 
it according to its descriptions in the Qur’an and in the Prophet’s statements. Thus 
their genuine fear of it is the fruit of true faith. 


Humbly and most seriously they pray to their Lord to avert their suffering in hell. 
They do not feel safe simply because they spend part of the night in worship, 
prostrating themselves and standing in prayer. Their God-fearing sense makes them 
think little of what they do, feeling always that they fall short of what is needed. 
Hence, they pray for God’s grace and forgiveness so that He spares them the 
punishment of hell. 


This description implies that hell tries to engulf every human being, with its gates 
open and hands outstretched trying to grab them. God’s true servants who stay up 
far into the night in their devotion fear it and appeal most sincerely to their Lord to 
spare them from such punishment. As they address their prayer, they shiver with 
fear: “for the suffering it causes is indeed a dire torment.” (Verse 65) It engulfs its victim, 
not allowing them any room for escape. This is what makes it dire indeed. Moreover, 
“it is indeed an evil abode and a terrible station.” (Verse 66) Could there be a worse 
station than hell as a place of abode and settlement? How can anyone settle within 
the fire? How can there be an abode in a place of continuous burning? 


Steering Away from Sin 


God’s true servants lead a balanced life that is exemplary in its seriousness and 
moderation: “Whenever they put their money to use, they are neither wasteful nor 
niggardly, but always maintain a just mean between the two.” (Verse 67) Balance is the 
distinctive feature that Islam establishes in the life of the individual and the 
community. Its achievement is what Islam aims for through educating its followers 
and through its legal system. Its whole structure is based on balance and moderation. 


Although Islam approves private ownership, a Muslim is not free to spend his 
money without restriction, as is the case in the capitalist system and in communities 
which do not conduct their lives in accordance with divine law. A Muslim is 
required to strike a balance between extravagance and miserliness. Both attitudes are 
bad for the individual, society and for money itself. Indeed, a miser not only deprives 
himself of the benefits of his money, but also deprives the community of the benefits 
of keeping money in circulation. Indeed money is meant to provide services for the 
community. Both extremes of overspending and withholding money produce social 
and economic imbalance, leading to crises, in addition to their unhealthy effect on 
people’s hearts and ethics. 


As Islam regulates this aspect of human life, it begins with the individual, making 
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the adoption of a balanced approach in life a feature of faith. Thus, whenever true 
servants of God, the Most Merciful, put their money to use, they “are neither wasteful 
nor niggardly, but always maintain a just mean between the two.” (Verse 67) 


The next important quality of God’s true servants is that they “never invoke any 
deity side by side with God, and do not take any human being’s life - (the life] which God has 
willed to be sacred — except for a just cause, and do not commit adultery. Whoever does any of 
this will face punishment, and on the Day of Resurrection his suffering will be doubled, and 
he will abide therein in ignominy.” (Verses 68-69) 


To believe in God’s oneness is the cornerstone of the Islamic faith. It is the point 
where clarity, straightforwardness and simplicity of beliefs is separated from 
ambiguity, confusion and complexity. Needless to say, no proper system of life can 
be based on the latter. 


Similarly, prevention of killing anyone, except for a legitimate reason, is central to 
the achievement of security in society so that human life is given its rightful value 
and due respect. Otherwise, life would become like a jungle where no one was safe 
or able to do constructive work. 


Likewise, preventing adultery is basic to the establishment of a clean social life 
where man rises above naked physical desires, and where he feels that the union of 
the two sexes has a nobler purpose than the mere satisfaction of desire. Otherwise, 
life sinks low and men and women become preoccupied with the satisfaction of 
unrestrained physical desire. 


These three qualities distinguish the sound and clean life that is worthy of man 
from the life of cheap pleasures that reduces man to the rank of an animal. Hence, 
God mentions these qualities as belonging to His true servants who are the most 
honourable in His sight. Their outline is followed with a stern warning: “Whoever 
does any of this will face punishment.” (Verse 68) This punishment is outlined in the 
next verse: “On the Day of Resurrection his suffering will be doubled, and he will abide 
therein in ignominy.” (Verse 69) Thus, it is not merely a double measure of 
punishment, but ignominy too, which is even worse. 


Erasing Sin Through Repentance 


But the door remains open for anyone who wishes to save himself from such a 
fate. This requires repentance, firm belief and good action: “Excepted, however, shall be 
they who repent, attain to faith and do righteous deeds.” (Verse 70) Those who fulfil these 
three conditions are promised that whatever sin they did prior to their repentance 
will be changed into good deeds which will be added to their newly earned good 
actions: “for God will transform their bad deeds into good ones.” (Verse 70) This is an 
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aspect of God’s bounty that is granted without the person concerned having to do 
anything to deserve it other than turn away from error and seek refuge with Him: 
“God is indeed Much- Forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 70) 


The door of repentance is always open to admit anyone whose conscience is 
reawakened and wants to return to the fold. No one is ever turned away from it, no 
matter who he might be or what sins he might have committed in the past. A hadith 
related by al-Tabarani mentions that Abt Farwah asked the Prophet: “If a man has 
done all kinds of sin, leaving out nothing, will his repentance be accepted?” The 
Prophet asked him: “Are you a Muslim?” When he answered in the affirmative, the 
Prophet said: “Then do what is good and abandon what is evil, and God will change 
all your past misdeeds into good ones.” The man asked: “And even my worst, 
treacherous ones?” The Prophet said: “Yes.” The man glorified God and continued to 
do so as he went away. 


There is a rule for repentance and a condition for its acceptance, which are clearly 
spelled out: “Whoever repents and does what is right has truly turned to God by [his act of] 
repentance.” (Verse 71) Repentance begins with genuine regret and desisting from bad 
deeds and is made complete through doing good deeds that prove that it is a serious 
and genuine repentance. At the same time, good deeds produce a positive sense that 
favourably compensates for abandoning sin. Sin is an action which, when 
withdrawn, leaves a vacuum that must be filled with an action in the opposite 
direction. Otherwise, the feeling of emptiness makes one miss one’s old sinful ways. 
Hence we see here a remarkable feature of the Qur’anic method of cultivating 
goodness within the community of believers. It is based on profound knowledge of 
human nature. Who can know this better than the Creator? 


Further Qualities of True Believers 


Having completed this interposition of the conditions of repentance, the surah 
resumes its outline of the qualities of the true servants of the Most Merciful: “Those 
who never bear witness to what is false, and whenever they pass by [people engaged in] 
frivolity, pass on with dignity.” (Verse 72) This may be taken literally which means that 
they never give false testimony, since such an action leads to usurping people’s 
rights and helps injustice. It may also be taken to mean that they do not attend any 
place or stay with any group where falsehood is said or done. They steer away from 
such places or company so as not to be party to anything that happens there. This is a 
more powerful meaning. They also steer away from all frivolity and idle talk: 
“Whenever they pass by people engaged in frivolity, pass on with dignity.” (Verse 72) They 
remove themselves from participation in any such practice. A believer has more 
serious preoccupations that leave no time for frivolous and idle pursuits. His mind is 
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full with what his faith requires of him so as to ensure that God’s message is 
delivered to mankind. This is sufficient preoccupation for anyone. 


Another of their qualities is that they are quick to remember when a reminder is 
given to them. Their hearts are open to the understanding of God’s signs and 
revelations: “And who, whenever they are reminded of their Lord’s signs, do not fall deaf 
and blind to them.” (Verse 73) The picture drawn here is critical of the idolaters who 
approach their deities and false beliefs like the deaf and blind, deprived of guidance 
and light. It shows them in a state of blind fanaticism, while God’s true servants are 
fully aware of the truth in their faith, and in God’s signs and revelations. Hence, they 
accept the faith with open eyes, hearts and minds. They are free of fanaticism. When 
they show enthusiasm for their faith, it is an enthusiasm based on true knowledge 
and profound insight. 


Finally, these true servants of God are not content with staying up far into the 
night offering their voluntary worship, prostrating themselves to God, and allowing 
their other fine qualities to shine. They want something more. What they hope for is 
that they should have spouses of their type and children who follow in their 
footsteps, thus bringing them great joy. Not only so, but in this way, those who are 
classified as God’s servants will multiply. They also pray that God will make of them 
a good example for those who are God-fearing: “And who pray: “Our Lord! Grant us 
spouses and offspring who will be a joy to our eyes, and cause us to be foremost among the 
God-fearing.” (Verse 74) 


This is a natural feeling based on a profound sense of faith. It expresses a strong 
desire to increase the numbers of people who follow divine guidance, and that the 
first in such increased numbers should be their own offspring and spouses who are 
the closest to them. Indeed, these are a man’s first responsibility. Added to this 
natural feeling is the believers’ hope that they will provide examples of goodness to 
be followed by those who are keen to earn God’s pleasure. There is no element of 
selfishness or arrogance in such a wish, because all the God- fearing are on the way 
that God defines. 


Destined for the Finest Abode 


What reward do God’s true servants receive? This outline of their qualities 
concludes with what they earn: 


These will be rewarded for all their patient endurance [in life” with a high station in 
heaven, and will be met there with a greeting of welcome and peace, and there they 
shall abide; how goodly an abode and how high a station. (Verses 75-76) 
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The Arabic text uses the term al-ghurfah, which is translated here as ‘a high station 
in heaven’. The term may be taken to mean in this context either heaven, or a special 
place in heaven. Linguistically speaking it means, ‘the room’, which is a more 
honourable place than the reception room where Arabs normally received their 
guests. True servants are received in this high position with a warm welcome, on 
account of their patient endurance of whatever they had to put up with in order to 
maintain their sound qualities. What is implied here is recognition of the strong will- 
power needed to restrain desire and resist temptation. This is not easy to do without 
a good degree of endurance that can only be shown by someone who is deservedly 
mentioned by God in His book, the Qur’an. 


In contrast to hell from which they pray to God to save them, God rewards them 
with heaven where “they shall abide; how goodly an abode and how high a station.” (Verse 
76) There they are in the best state, enjoying God’s favours and blessings. 


With the picture of God’s true servants fully drawn, showing them as the cream of 
humanity, the surah concludes by stating that mankind are worth very little in God’s 
sight, except for the fact that some of them turn to Him in prayer. As for those who 
deny Him and His messages, they will be punished. “Say: No weight or value would my 
Lord attach to you were it not for you calling out [to Him]. You have indeed denied [His 
message], and in time this [sin] will cleave unto you.” (Verse 77) 


It is a fitting final statement which is intended to give comfort and reassurance to 
the Prophet, consoling him for the stiff resistance and impudent remarks he received 
from his people who persisted with their opposition in order to maintain their false 
beliefs. What value would they and humanity have, if it had not been for the small 
group of believers who prayed and appealed to God, as do His true servants? What 
significance do they have when the earth on which all mankind live is no more than 
a tiny particle in the great universal expanse? Moreover, man is no more than one of 
the numerous species that live on earth. Any nation is but one of many that live on 
earth, and a single generation of one nation is no more than a single page of a great 
book the number of whose pages is known only to God Almighty. 


Despite all this man continues to give himself airs, thinking himself to be of real 
value. He is so lost in his arrogance that he speaks impertinently about his Creator. In 
truth, man is weak, powerless and insignificant, except when he establishes his links 
with God and derives from Him strength and guidance. Only then does he acquire 
weight on God’s scales, to the extent that this becomes greater than that of angels. 
This is indeed a blessing God bestows on man whom He has honoured and before 
whom He ordered His angels to bow. The purpose of all this was that man should 
know his Lord and worship Him alone, for only then does he maintain his qualities 
for which the angels bow. Otherwise, he is insignificant and valueless. 
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“Say: No weight or value would my Lord attach to you were it not for you calling out [to 
Him].” (Verse 77) The phraseology here is meant to give support and honour to the 
Prophet who speaks of his Lord who grants him His protection. What are the 
unbelievers if they continue to refuse to join God’s true servants? They are no more 
than fuel for hell: “You have indeed denied [His message], and in time this [sin] will cleave 
unto you.” (Verse 77) 
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